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argument can elicit the requisite convergence in our moral beliefs, and

corresponding desires, to make the idea of a moral fact look plausible. 'The

kind of moral realism described here holds out the hope that it will. Only
time will tell. :

Michael Smith: Realism

1

2)

3)

4)

Smith claims that “objectivity” is “a distinctive feature of moral prac-
tice.” What exactly does he mean by objectiviiy? Do you agree that it is
a standard feature of everyday moral practice?

Smith says that “practicality” is a second distinctive feature of moral-
ity. What does he mean by practicality? Do you agree that this is also a
standard feature of moral practice?

According to the “standard picture of human psychology” Smith pres-
ents, desires cannot be rationally criticized, with one exception, What is
the exception? Allowing for this exception, does this picture of human
psychology seem correct? ;

Smith suggests that “the very idea of morality may be incoherent,’
because morality seems to involve believing in “a queer sort of fact”
What sort of fact is Smith referring to? Is this sort of fact so strange that
we should deny its existence?

What are the differences between the three metaphysical views Smith
presents: moral realism, irrealism, and moral nihilism? Which view do
you think is most plausible, and why? '

Smith thinks it is important to distinguish between motives and rea-
sons. What does he think is the difference between the two? Do you
find his account of reasons convincing? Why or why not?

According to Smiths theory, moral facts exist only if we would all have
the same desires in ideal conditions. Why does Smith’s theory require

this convergence? Is it plausible to think that we would converge in
this way?
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Proof
Renford Bambrough

In chis excerpt from his book Meral Scepticism and Moral Knowledge
(1979), Renford Bambrough (1926-1999) tries to undermine the
most common arguments aimed at showing that we can never have
moral knowledge. He also offers a positive argument designed to vin-
dicate the existence of moral knowledge.

Bambrough's positive argument is quite simple. We know that a
child about to undergo a very painful operation ought to be given an
anestheric, Therefore, as Bambrough sees it, we have at least one piece
of moral knowledge. And of course we have many others—cases in
which we can’t help but believe that certain actions would be morally
required, or morally forbidden.

Bambrough then considers some classic objections to the pos-
sibility of moral knowledge. Four of these deserve special mention.
First, moral disagreement appears to be far greater than scientific dis-
agreement, and this discrepancy is to be explained by the (alleged) fact
that morality is not objective, and so cannot yield moral knowledge.
The second objection is that our moral opinions ate simply prod-
ucts of our environment and upbringing, and thus cannot be reliable.
The third is that moral claims are not statements of fact, but rather
expressions of feelings, and so cannot be true, and therefore cannotbe
known. The last is that there are no recognized methods for resolving

Moral Skepticism and Moral Knowledge, Renford Bambrough, Copyright @ 1979 Routledge.
Reproduced by permission of Taylor & Francis Beoks, UK.
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moral disputes, and the absence of such methods prevents us from
gaining moral knowledge. Bambrough argues that each of these objec-
tions is mistaken.

t is well known that recent philosophy, under the leadership of Moore

and Wittgenstein, has defended common sense and common language

against what seem to many contemporary philosophers to be the
paradoxes, the obscurities and the mystifications of earlier metaphysical
philosophers. The spirit of this work is shown by the titles of two of the
most famous of Moore’s papers: ‘A Defence of Common Sense’ and ‘Proof
of an External World. It can be more fully but still briefly described by
saying something about Moore’s defence of the commonsense belief that
there are external material objects. His proof of an external world consists
essentially in holding up his hands and saying, ‘Here are two hands; there-
fore there are at least two material objects’ He argues that no proposition
that could plausibly be alleged as a reason in favour of doubting the truth
of the proposition that T have two hands can possibly be more certainky
true than that proposition itself. If a philosopher produces an argument
against my claim to know that I have two hands, I can therefore be sure
in advance that either at least one of the premises of argument is false, or
there is a mistake in the reasoning by which he purports to derive from his
premises the conclusion that I do not know that I have two hands.

Many contemporary philosophers accept Moore’s proof of an exter-
nal world. Many contemporary philosophers reject the claim that we have
moral knowledge. There are some contemporary philosophers who both
accept Mooré’s proof of an external world and reject the claim that we have
moral knowledge. The position of these philosophers is self-contradictory.
If we can show by Moores argument that there is an external world, then
we can show by parity of reasoning, by an exactly analogous argument,
that we have moral knowledge, that there are some propositions of morals
which are certainly true, and which we know to be true.

My proof that we have moral knewledge consists essentially in
saying, “We know that this child, who is about to undergo what would
otherwise be painful surgery, should be given an anaesthetic before the
operation, Therefore we know at least one moral proposition to be true’
I argue that no proposition that could plausibly be alleged as a reason in
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favour of doubting the truth of the proposition that the child should be
given an anaesthetic can possibly be more certainly true than that propo-
sition itself. If a philosopher produces an argument against my claim to
know that the child should be given an anaesthetic, T can therefore be sure
in advance that either at least one of the premises of his argument is false,
or there is a mistake in the reasoning by which he purports to derive from
his premises the conclusion that T do not know that the child should be
given an anaesthetic.

When Moore proves that there is an external world he is defending’_zm
commonsense belief. When I prove that we have moral knowledge I am
defending a commonsense belief. 'The contemporary philosophers who
both accept Moore’s proof of an external world and reject the claim tha
we have moral knowledge defend common sense in one field and attack
common sense in another field. They hold fast to common sense when
they speak of our knowledge of the external world, and depart from com-
mon sense when they speak of morality.

The commonsense view is that we know that stealing is wrong, that
promise-keeping is right, that unselfishness is good, that cruelty is bad.
Common language uses in moral contexts the whole range of expressions
that it also uses in non-moral contexts when it is concerned with knowl-
edge and ignorance, truth and falsehood, reason and unreason, questions
and answers. We speak as naturally of a child’s not knowing the differ-
ence between right and wrong as we do of his not knowing the difference
between right and left. We say that we do not know what to do as naturally
as we say that we do not know what is the case. We say that a man’s moral
views are unreasonable as naturally as we say that his views on a matter of
fact are unreasonable. In moral contexts, just as naturally as in non-moral
contexts, we speak of thinking, wondering, asking; of beliefs, opinions,
convictions, arguments, conclusions; of dilemmas, problems, solutions;
of perplexity, confusion, consistency and inconsistency, of errors and
mistakes, of teaching, learning, training, showing, proving, finding out,
understanding, realising, recognising and coming to see.

Those who reject the commonsense account of moral knowledge,
like those who reject the commonsense account of our knowledge of the
external world, do of course offer arguments in favour of their rejection.
In both cases those who reject the commonsense account offer very much
the same arguments whether or not they recognise that the account they
are rejecting is in fact the commonsense account. If we now look at the
arguments that can be offered against the commonsense account of moral
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knowledge we shall be able to see whether they are sufficiently similar to
the arguments that can be offered against the commeonsense account of
our knowledge of the external world to enable us to sustain our charge
of inconsistency against a philosopher who attacks common sense in one
field and defends it in the other. (We may note in passing that many phi-
losophers in the past have committed the converse form of the same prima
facie inconsistency: they have rejected the commonsense account of our
knowledge of the external world but have accepted the commonsense
account of moral knowledge.)

‘Moral disagreement is more widespread, more
radical and more persistent than disagreement
about matters of fact.

I bave two main comments to make on this suggestion: the first is that
it is almost certainly untrue, and the second is that it is quite certainly
irrelevant. ) ‘

The objection loses much of its plausibility as soon as we insist on com-
paring the comparable. We are usually invited to contrast our admirably
close agreement that there is a glass of water on the table with the depth,
vigour and tenacity of our disagreements about capital punishment, abor-
tion, birth control and nuclear disarmament. But this game may be played
by two or more players, A sufficient reply in kind is to contrast our general
agreement that this child should have an anaesthetic with the strength and
warmth of the disagreements between cosmologists and radio astrono-
mers about the interpretation of certain radioastronomical observations.
If the moral sceptic then reminds us of Christian Science we can offer him
in exchange the Flat Earth Society.

But this is a side issue. Even if it is true that moral disagreement is
more acute and more persistent than other forms of disagreement, it does
not follow that moral knowledge is impossible. However long and violent
a dispute may be, and however few or many heads may be counted on this
side or on that, it remains possible that one party to the dispute is right and
the others wrong. Galileo was right when he contradicted the cardinals;
and so was Wilberforce when he rebuked the slave-owners.

There is a more direct and decisive way of showing the irrelevance
of the argument from persistent disagreement. The question of whether
a given type of enquiry is objective is the question whether it is logi-
cally capable of reaching knowledge, and is therefore an a priori, logical

Proof 191

question. The question of how much agreement or disagreement there is
between those who actually engage in that enquiry is a question of psy-
chological or sociological fact. It follows that the question about the actual
extent of agreement or disagreement has no bearing on the question of
the objectivity of the enquiry. If this were not so, the objectivity of every
enquiry might wax and wane through the centuries as men become more
or less disputatious or more or less proficient in the arts of persuasion.

‘Our moral opinions are conditioned by our
environment and upbringing.

It is under this heading that we are reminded of the variegated customs and
beliefs of Hottentots, Eskimos, Polynesians and American Indians, which do
indeed differ widely from each other and from our own. But this objection is
really a special case of the general argument from disagreement, and it can be
answered on the same lines. The beliefs of the Hottentots and the Polynesians
about straightforwardly factual matters differ widely from our own, but that
does not tempt us to say that science is subjective. It is true that most of those
who are born and bred in the stately homes of England have a different out-
look on life from that of the Welsh miner or the Highland crofter, but it is also
true that all these classes of people differ widely in their factual beliefs, and
not least in their factual beliefs about themselves and each other.

The moral sceptic’s favourite examples are often presented as though
they settled the issue beyond further argument.

{1) Herodotus reports that within the Persian Empire there were some
tribes that buried their dead and some that burned them. Each group
thought that the other’s practice was barbarous. But (a) they agreed that
respect must be shown to the dead; (b} they lived under very different cli-
matic conditions; (c) we can now sce that they were guilty of moral myopia
in setting such store by what happened, for good or bad reasons, to be
their own particular practice. Moral progress in this field has consisted in
coming to recognise that burying-versus-burning is not an issue on which
it is necessary for the whole of mankind to have a single, fixed, universal
standpoint, regardless of variations of conditions in time and place.

(2) Some societies practice polygamous marriage. Others favour
monogamy. Here again there need be no absolute and unvarying rule. In
societies where women heavily outnumber men, institutions may be appro-
priate which would be out of place in societies where the numbers of men
and women are roughly equal. The moralist who insists that monogamy
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is right, regardless of circumstances, is like the inhabitant of the Northern
Hemisphere who insists that it is always and everywhere cold at Christ-
mas, or the inhabitant of the Southern Hemisphere who cannot believe
that it is ever or anywhere cold at Christmas.

(3) Some societies do not disapprove of what we condemn as ‘stealing’
In such societies, anybody may take from anybody else’s house anything
he may need or want, This case serves further to illustrate that circum-
stances objectively alter cases, that relativity is not only compatible with,
but actually required by, the objective and rational determination of ques-
tions of right and wrong. I can maintain that Bill Syles is a rogue, and that
prudence requires me to lock all my doors and windows against him, with-
out being committed to holding that if an Eskimo takes whalemeat from
the unlocked igloo of another Eskimo, then one of them is a knave and the
other a fool. It is not that we disapprove of stealing and that the Eskimos
do not, but that their circumstances differ so much from ours as to call for
new consideration and a different judgement, which may be that in their
situation stealing is innocent, or that in their situation 'there is no private
property and therefore no possibility of stealing at all.

(4) Some tribes leave their elderly and useless members to die in the
forest. Others, including our own, provide old-age pensions and geriatric
hospitals. But we should have to reconsider our arrangements if we found
that the care of the aged involved for us the consequences that it might
involve for a nomadic and pastoral people: general starvation because the
old could not keep pace with the necessary movement to new pastures;
children and domestic animals a prey to wild beasts; a life burdensome to
all and destined to end with the early extinction of the tribe.

“When I say that something is good or bad or right
or wrong I commit myself, and reveal something
of my attitudes and feelings.

This is quite true, but it is equally and analogously true that when I say that
something is true or false, or even that something is red or round, I also
commit myself and reveal something of my beliefs. Emotivist and impera-
tivist philosophers have sometimes failed to draw a clear enough distinc-
tion between what is said or meant by a particular form of expression and
what is implied or suggested by it, and even those who have distinguished
clearly and correctly between meaning and implication in the case of moral
propositions have often failed to see that exactly the same distinction can
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be drawn in the case of non-moral propositions. If T say ‘this is good’ and
then add ‘but I do not approve of it} I certainly behave oddly enough to owe
you an explanation; but I behave equally oddly and owe you a comparable
explanation if I say ‘that is true, but I don’t believe it? Ifit is held that T con-
tradict myself in the first case, it must be allowed that I contradict myself
in the second case. I it is claimed that I do not contradict myself in the
second case, then it must be allowed that I do not contradict myself in
the first case. If this point can be used as an argument against the objectivity
of morals, then it can also be used as an argument against the objectivity of
science, logic, and of every other branch of enquiry.

'The parallel between approve and believe and between good and true is
so close that it provides a useful test of the paradoxes of subjectivism and
emotivism. The emotivist puts the cart before the horse in trying to explain
goodness in terms of approval, just as he would if he tried to explain truth
in terms of belief. Belief cannot be explained without introducing the
notion of truth, and approval cannot be explained without introducing
the notion of goodness. To believe is (roughly) to hold to be true, and to
approve is {equally roughly) to hold to be good. Hence it is as unsatisfac-
tory to try to reduce goodness to approval, or to approval plus some other
component, as it would be to try to reduce truth to belief, or to belief plus
some other component.

If we are to give a correct account of the logical character of morality we
must preserve the distinction between appearance and reality, between seem-
ing and really being, that we clearly and admittedly have to preserve if we are
to give a correct account of truth and belief. Just as we'do and must hope that
what we believe (what seems to us to be true) is in fact true, so we must hope
that what we approve (what seems to us to be good) is in fact good.

I can say of another, ‘He thinks it is raining, but it is not; and of myself,
1 thought it was raining, but it was not! T can also say of another, ‘He thinks
it is good, but it is not; and of myself, T thought it was good, but it was not’

‘A dispute which is purely moral is inconclusive
in principle. The specifically moral element in
moral disputes is one which cannot be resolved
by investigation and reflection,

This objection brings into the open an assumption that is made at least
implicitly by most of those who use Hume’s remark as a subjectivist
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weapon: the assumption that whatever is a logical or factual dispute,
or a mixture of logical and factual disputes, is necessarily ot a moral
dispute; that nothing is a moral dispute unless it is purely moral in the
sense that it is a dispute between parties who agree on all the relevant
factual and logical questions. But the purely moral dispute envisaged by
this assumption is a pure fiction, The search for the ‘specifically moral
element’ in moral disputes is a wild-goose chase, and is the result of
the initial confusion of supposing that no feature of moral reasoning is
really a feature of moral reasoning, or is characteristic of moral reason-
ing, unless it is peculiar to moral reasoning. It is as if one insisted that
a ginger cake could be fully characterised, and could only be charac-
terised, by saying that there is ginger in it. Tt is true that ginger is the
peculiar ingredient of a ginger cake as contrasted with other cakes, but
no cake can be made entirely of ginger, and the ingredients that are
combined with ginger to make ginger cakes are the same as those that
are combined with chocolate, lemon, orange or vanilla to make other
kinds of cakes; and ginger itself, when combined with other ingredients
and treated in other ways, goes into the making of ginger puddings,
ginger biscuits and ginger beer. :

To the question "What is the place of reason in ethics?” why should
we not answer: “The place of reason in ethics is exactly what it is in other
enquiries, to enable us to find out the relevant facts and to make our
judgements mutually consistent, to expose factual errors and detect logi-
cal inconsistencies’? This might seem to imply that there are some moral
judgements which will serve as starting points for any moral enquiry, and
will not themselves be proved, as others may be proved by being derived
from them or disproved by being shown to be incompatible with them,
and also to imply that we cannot engage in moral argument with a man
with whom we agree on #o moral question. In so far as these implications
are correct they apply to all enquiry, and not only to moral enquiry; and
they do not, when correctly construed, constitute any objection to the
rationality and objectivity of morality or of any other mode of enquiry.
They seem to make difficulties for moral objectivity only when they are
associated with a picture of rationality which, though it has always been
powerful in the minds of philosophers; can be shown to be an unaccept-
able caricature,

Here again the moral sceptic is partial and selective in his use of an
argument of indefinitely wide scope: if it were true that a man must accept
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unprovable moral premises before I could prove to him that there is such a
thing as moral knowledge it would equally be true that a man must accept
an unprovable material object proposition before Moore could prove to
him that there is an external world. Similarly, if a moral conclusion can
be proved only to a man who accepts unprovable moral premises then a
physical conclusion can be proved only to a man who accepts unprovable
physical premises.

“There are recognised methods for settling factual
and logical disputes, but there are no recognised
methods for settling moral disputes.

This is either false, or true but irrelevant, according to how it is under-
stood. Too often those who make this complaint are arguing in a circle,
since they will count nothing as a recognised method of argument unless
it is a recognised method of logical or scientific argument. If we adopt
this interpretation, then it is true that there are no recognised methods of
moral argument, but the lack of such methods does not affect the claim
that morality is objective. One department of enquiry has not been shown
to be no true department of enquiry when all that has been shown is that it
cannot be carried on by exactly the methods that are appropriate to some
other department of enquiry. We know without the help of the sceptic that
morality is not identical with logic or science.

But in its most straightforward sense the claim-is simply false. There
are recognised methods of moral argument. Whenever we say ‘How would
you like it if somebody did this to you?” or ‘How would it be if we all acted
like this?’ we are arguing according to recognised and established meth-
ods, and are in fact appealing to the consistency requirement to which
I have already referred. It is true that such appeals are often ineffective,
but it is also true that well-founded logical or scientific arguments often
fail to convince those to whom they are addressed. If the present objec-
tion is pursued beyond this point it turns into the argument from radical
disagreement.

The moral sceptic is even more inclined to exaggerate the amount
of disagreement that there is about methods of moral argument than
he is inclined to exaggerate the amount of disagreement in moral belief
as such. One reason for this is that he concentrates his attention on
the admittedly striking and important fact that there is an enormous




196 THE ETHICAL LIFE

amount of immoral conduct. But most of those who behave immorally
appeal to the very same methods of moral argement as those who con-
demn their immoral conduct. Hitler broke many promises, but he did
not explicitly hold that promise-breaking as such and in general was
permissible. When others broke their promises to him he complained
with the same force and in the same terms as those with whom he him-
self had failed to keep faith. And whenever he broke a promise he tried
to justify his breach by claiming that other obligations overrode the
duty to keep the promise. He did not simply deny that it was his duty
to keep promises. He thus entered into the very process of argument
by which it is possible to condemn so many of his own actions. He was
inconsistent in requiring of other nations and their leaders standards of
conduct to which he himself did not conform, and in failing to produce
convincing reasons for his own departures from the agreed standards.

Renford Bambrough: Proof :

1) G.E. Moore famously “proved” the existence of an external world by
pointing out that he had hands. Bambrough claims that his own proof
of the existence of moral knowledge is similar to Moore’s argument.

Are the two arguments really similar? If we accept Moore’s argument,
must we accept Bambrough's?

Bambrough says that it is “almost certainly untrue” that there is more
moral disagreement than scientific disagreement. Do you agree with
him?

Contrary to Mackie, Bambrough claims that moral disagreement “has
no bearing on the question of the objectivity of the inquiry” What is
Bambrough's argument for this? Do you think it is a good one? How
might someone like Mackie respond?

Some have noted that our moral views are heavily conditioned by our
environment, and take this to be a good reason to reject the possibility
of moral knowledge. Bambrough claims that this is merely “a special
case of the general argument from disagreement”” Is he right?

Hume claimed that moral statements are expressions of our attitudes of
approval or disapproval, and thus are not subject to rational criticism.
How does Bambrough respond to this claim? Do you find his reply
convincing?

Throughout the article, Bambrough points out a number of similarities
between scientific claims and moral claims, He argues that if we are not
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skeptical about scientific knowledge, we should not be skeptical about
moral knowledge. Are there any differences between morality and sci-
ence that would justify being skeptical about one but not the other?

7) By what methods does Bambrough think we can settle moral disputes?

Do you think we can gain moral knowledge using the methods he
mentions?



