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: Moral Sceg_gglsm

_ 1here are no objective va@'ﬂns is a bald statement of the thesis of this
y (1 " chapter, but before arguing for it I shall try to clarify and restrict it in ways

The SUb.] eCthlty Of values ) thatp may meet some fb}efmons and preve}lrlt some fr}rrusunderstandmg !
J L MdeiE The claim that values are not objective, are not part of the fabric of the
T : world, is meant to include not only moral goodness, which might be most
naturally equated with moral value, but also other things that could be
more loosely called moral values or disvalues—rightness and wrongness,
duty, obligation, an action’s being rotten and contemptible, and so on. It
also includes non-moral values, notably aesthetic ones, beauty and various
kinds of artistic merit. I shall not discuss these explicitly, but clearly much
the same considerations apply to aesthetic and to moral values, and there
would be at least some initial implausibility in a view that gave the one a

LMI 19171981 ..... hhf .................................... - _  different status from the other
J. L. Mackie (1917-1981), who taught for many years at Oxford Uni- - The claim to objectivity, however ingrained in our language and

;eorjlfyﬁZ;iiﬁ;i:ii;thglb‘?z:; a‘;}:- iikr&;ﬁ,}% tlilézcizcefp ttlffom t}lllls 4 thought, is not self-validating. It can and should be questioned. But the
basic ideas an dthe ceitrafmoti i £ P b € o ?es, : denial of objective values will have to be put forward not as the result of
varng arguments for bis ervor foeory an analytic approach, but as an ‘error theory, a theory that although most
people in making moral judgements implicitly claim, among other things,
to be pointing to something objectively prescriptive, these claims are all
false. It is this that makes the name ‘moral scepticism’ appropriate.
But since this is an error theory, since it goes against assumptions
ingrained in our thought and built into some of the ways in which lan-
guage is used, since it conflicts with what is sometimes called common
extent of moral disagreement is best explained by the claim that there sense, it needs very solid support. It is not something we can accept lightly
are no objective values. The argument from queerness contends that or casually and then quietly pass on. If we are to adopt this view, we must

objective moral values would be objectionably different from any other argue explicitly for it. Traditionally it has been supported by arguments
kind of thing in the universe, possessed of strange powers that are best of two main kinds, which I shall call the argument from relativity and the

rejected. Mackie concludes with his account of why so many people, argument from queerness.
for so long, have fallen into error by succumbing to the temptation to

think of morality as objective, The Argument from Relativity

the view that all positive moral claims are mistaken. All moral talk, as
Mackie sees it, is based on a false assumption: that there are objec-
tive moral values, This fundamental error infects the entire system of
morality. The foundations are corrupt, and so the entire moral edifice
must come tumbling down.

Mackie offers 2 number of important arguments to substantiate
his critique of morality. The argument from relativity claims that the

The argument from relativity has as its premiss the well-known varia-
tion in moral codes from one society to another and from one period to
another, and also the differences in moral beliefs between different groups
and classes within a complex community. Such variation is in itself merely
: : a truth of descriptive morality, a fact of anthropology which entails neither
From ETHICS: INVENTING RIGHT AND WRONG by J. L. Mackie. (Pelican Books, 1977). first order nor second order ethical views. Yet it may indirectly support
Copyright © J. 1. Mackie, 1977. Reproduced with permission of Penguin Books Ltd. second order subjectivism: radical differences between first order moral
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udgements make it difficult to treat those judgements as apprehensions of

objective truths. But it is not the mere occurrence of disagreements that

tells against the objectivity of values. Disagreement on questions in history
or biology or cosmology does not show that there are no objective issues
in these fields for investigators to disagree about. But such scientific dis-
agreement results from speculative inferences or explanatory hypotheses
based on inadequate evidence, and it is hardly plausible to interpret moral
disagreement in the same way. Disagreement about moral codes seems
~to reflect people’s adherence to and participation in different ways of | life.

'The causal connection seems to be mainly that way round: it is ‘that people
approve of monogamy because they participate in a monogamous way of
life rather than that they participate in a monogamous way of life because

they approve of monogamy. Of course, the standards may be an idealiza-

1

)

[

tion of the way of life from which they arise: the ‘monogamy in which

people participate may be less complete, less rigid, than that of which it -
leads them to approve. This is not to say that moral judgements are purely

conventional. Of course there have been and are moral heretics and moral

reformers, people who have turned against the established rules and prac-

tices of their own communities for moral reasons, and often for moral
reasons that we would endorse. But this can usually be understood as the
extension, in ways which, though new and unconventional, seemed to
them to be required for consistency, of rules to which they already adhered
as arising out of an existing way of life. In short, the argument from relativ-
ity has some force simply because the actual variations in the moral codes
are more readily explained by the hypothesis that they reflect ways of life
than by the hypothesis that they express perceptions, most of them seri-
ously inadequate and badly distorted, of objective values. o

But there is a well-known counter to this argument from relativity,
namely to say that the items for which objective validity is in the first place
to be claimed are not specific moral rules or codes but very general basic

principles which are recognized at least implicitly to some extent in all -

society—such principles as provide the foundations of what Sidgwick has:
called different methods of ethics: the principle of universalizability, per-
haps, or the rule that one ought to conform to the specific rules of any way
of life in which one takes part, from which one profits, and on which one
relies, or some utilitarian principle of doing what tends, or seems likely, to
promote the general happiness. It is easy to show that such general prin

ciples, married with differing concrete circumstances, different existing:
social patterns or different preferences, will beget different specific moral,

The Subjectivity of Values 155

rules; and there is some plausibility in the claim that the specific rul
thus ge:nerated will vary from community to community or from gr o
group in close agreement with the actual variations in accepted cfdgélp N
The argument from relativity can be only partly countered in this W

To‘ ta%«e this line the moral objectivist has to stay that it is only in th e
prmc%pl?s that the objective moral character attaches immedia)t[el to e‘ie
dee'scn}')tlvely specified ground or subject: other moral jud emegt e
objectively valid or true, but only derivatively and contingehﬂg —if t}j' i
had been f)tllerwise, quite different sorts of actions would haveYbeen rimgtS
And de§p1te the prominence in recent philosophical ethics of universal'gh '
tion, utilitarian principles, and the like, these are very far from constitu: g
the whole of what is actually affirmed as basic in ordinary moral tho 1}1;18
iMuch_ o‘f th’is is concerned rather with what Hare calls “ideals” or, less klllll%ﬂ ;
fanaticism. That is, people judge that some things are good 0’r right, an)(;,
others are bad or wrong, not becanse—or at any rate not only becausi—,the
exemplify some general principle for which widespread implicit accepta :
cquld be claimed, but because something about those things arousf:)s c:n -
tain responses immediately in them, though they would arouse radi afIT—
and 11-rr.es01vab1y different responses in others, ‘Moral sense’ or ‘intuiti(f A
an initially more plausible description of what supplies many of our b:sil:

moral thinking the argument from relativity remains in full force.

The Argument from Queerness

Even mote important, however, and certainly more generally applicable
is the argument from queerness. 'This has two parts, one meta; hpsigcal th ’
Oth.EI-‘ epistemological. If there were objective values, then th}; };\’0!.1121 be
entltle‘:s or qualities or relations of a very strange sort, ;tterly dif};rent f N
@ﬁhmg elsein the universe. Correspondingly, if we were aware of th rmi
Would have to be by some special faculty of moral perception ot int et?l .
littferly different from our ordinary ways of knowing everything else u'}hon,
P_qmts were recognized by Moore when he spoke of non—natufai u.alit'ese
and .b}r the intuitionists in their talk about a faculty of moral i?ltuitiles”
%l}t}ntlonism has long been out of favour, and it is indeed easy to point Ont.
ltg implausibilities. What is not so often stressed, but is more impi:)rtanf lils
g;?t tlhe c-en‘tral thesis of intuitionism is one to which any objectivist vi:sw
:Ya ues is in the end committed: intuitionism merely makes unpalatabl
plain Wha‘; other forms of objectivism wrap up. Of course the suI:ggestioz

moral judgements than ‘reason’ With regard to all these starting points of

J—
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that moral judgements are made or moral problems solved by just sit.ting conclusion commonly drawn from it, that moral judgements lack desCriI;_ S
down and having an ethical intuition is a travesty of actual moral think- tive meaning. 'The assertion that there are objective valtes or intrinsicall;} o ‘
ing. But, however complex the real process, it will require (if it is to Yi‘?ld : prescriptive entities or features of some kind, which ordinary moral judge-: -
authoritatively prescriptive conclusions) some input of this distinctw_e ments-presupRose, is, [ hold, not meaningless but false. . ‘
sort, either premisses or forms of argument or both, When we ask the awk- _ @l’fll:o’sl:l;(;-\s give a dramatic picture of what objective values would have

ward question, how we can be aware of this authoritative prescriptivity, of to be-FheForm of the Good is such that knowledge of it provides the knower |
the truth of these distinctively ethical premisses or of the cogency of this _ ' with both a direction and an overriding motive; something’s being good both |
distinctively ethical pattern of reasoning, none of our ordinary accounts . tells the person who knows this to pursue it and makes him sorsue it An

of sensory perception or introspection or the framing and confirming of : objective good would be sought by anyone who was acquainted with it. nof
explanatory hypotheses or inference or logical construction or conceptual because of any contingent fact that this person, or every person, is S0 consti-

analysis, or any combination of these, will provide a satisfactory answer; tuted that he desires this end, but just because the end has to-be-pursuedness

clear-headédobjecti ivistisTOmpeled to resort. ~ wrong, any wrong (possible) course of action would have not-to-be-doneness

E}ieciai sort of intuition’ is a lame answer, but it is the one to which the _ somehow built into it, Similarly, if there were objective principles of right and

%

Indeed, the best maove for the moral objectivist is nof to evade this somehow built into it. Or we should have something like Clarke’s necessary
issue, but to look for companions in guilt. For example, Richard Price. relations of fitness between situations and actions, so that a situation would
argues that it is not moral knowledge alone that such an empiricism as have a demand for such-and-such an action somehow built into it.
those of Locke and Hume is unable to account for, but'also our k_nqwl- o The need for an argument of this sort can be brought out by reflection
edge and even our ideas of essence, number, identity, diversity, solidity, . on Humes argument that ‘reason’ - in which at this stage he includes all
inertia, substance, the necessary existence and infinite extension of time ~ sorts of knowing E_SAygguﬁﬁreasoning — can never be an ‘influencing motive
and space, necessity and possibility in general, power, and causation. If the : "()f mmeone might 5bject tiat Hume has drgued unfairly from "
understanding, which Price defines as the faculty within us that discerns the Tack of influencing power (not contingent upon desires) in ordinary
truth, is also a source of new simple ideas of so many other sorts, may it objects of knowledge and ordinary reasoning, and might maintain that
not also be a power of immediately perceiving right and wrong, which yet values differ from natural objects precisely in their power, when known,
are real characters of actions? ' . automatically to influence the will. To this Hume could, and would need

This is an important counter to the argument from queerness. The to, reply that this objection involves the postulatihg of value-entities or
only adequate reply to it would be to show how, on empiricist foundations, value-features of quite a different order from anything else with which we
we can construct an account of the idéas and beliefs and knowledge that are acquainted, and of a corresponding faculty with which to detect them,
we have of all these matters. I cannot even begin to do that here, though That is, he would have to supplement his explicit argument with what

I have undertaken some parts of the task elsewhere. 1 can only state my I have called the argument from queerness.
belief that satisfactory accounts of most of these can be given in empirical Another way of bringing out this queerness is to ask, about anything
terms. If some supposed metaphysical necessities or essences resist such that is supposed to have some objective moral quality, how this is Jinked
treatment, then they too should be included, along with objective values, - with its natural features. What is the connection between the natural fact
among the targets of the argument from queerness. thatan actionisa; a picce of deliberate cruelty - say, causing pain just for fun—
This queerness does not consist simply in the fact that ethical state- d the moral fact that it is wrong? It cannot be an entailment, a logical or
ents are ‘unverifiable, Although logical positivism with its verifiability semantic necessity. Yet it is not merely that the two features occur together.
“theory of descriptive meaning gave an impetus to non-cognitive accounts The wrongness must somehow be ‘consequential’ or ‘supervenient’; it o
of ethics, it is not only logical positivists but also empiricists of a much ~wrong because it is a piece of deliberate cruelty. But just what in the world
more liberal sort who should find objective values hard to accommodate. is signified by this ‘because’? And how do we know the relation that it signi-
Indeed, I would not only reject the verifiability principle but also deny the fies, if this is something more than such actions being socially condemned, _
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and condemned by us too, perhaps through our having absorbed attitudes . moral values, provided that we can explain how this belief, if it is false, has
from our social environment? Tt is not even sufficient to postulate a fac- become established and is so resistant to criticisms. This proviso is not
ulty which ‘sees’ the wrongness: something must be postulated which can difficult to satisfy.
see at once the natural features that constitute the cruelty; and the wrong- On a subjectivist view, the supposedly objective values will be based
ness, and the mysterious consequential link between the two. Alternatively, : in fact upon attitudes which the person has who takes himself to be rec-
the intaition required might be the perception that wrongness is a higher ognizing and responding to those values. If we admit what Hume calls
order property belonging to certain natural properties; but what is this the mind’s ‘propensity to spread itself on external objects we can under-

How much simpler and more comprehensible the situation would be if ral ;
we could replace the moral quality with some sort of subjective response analogous to what is called the ‘pathéfic fallacy, the fendency to read our
which could be causally related to the detection of the natural features on : : feelings into their objects. If a fungus, say, fills us with disgust, we may be
which the supposed quality is said to be consequential. : inclined to ascribe to the fungus itselfa non-natural quality of foulness. But
It may be thought that the argument from queerness is given an unfair in moral contexts there is more than this propensity at work. Moral atti-
start if we thus relate it to what are admittedly among the wilder products tudes themselves are at least partly social in ‘origin: socially established—
of philosophical fancy—Platonic Forms, non-natural qualities, self-evident _ and socially necessary—patterns of behaviour put pressure on individy-
relations of fitness, faculties of intuition, and the like. Is it equally forceful if als, and each individual tends to internalize these pressures and to join in
applied to the terms in which everyday moral judgements are more likelyto - requiring these patterns of behaviour of himself and of others. The atti-
be expressed—though still, as has been argued in the original work, witha _ tudes that are objectified into moral values have indeed an external source,
claim to objectivity—‘you must do this} ‘you can’t do that, ‘obligatior; ‘unjust, though not the one assigned to them by the belief in their absolute author-
‘rotter, ‘disgraceful, ‘mean) or talk about good reasons for or against possible ity. Moreover, there are motives that would support objectification. We need
actions? Admittedly not; but that is because the objective prescriptivity, the morality to regulate interpersonal relations, to control some of the ways in
element a claim for whose authoritativeness is embedded in ordinary moral which people behave towards one another, often in opposition to contrary
thought and language, is not yet isolated in these forms of speech, but is : inclinations. We therefore want our moral judgements to be authoritative
presented along with relations to desires and feelings, reasoning about the : for other agents as well as for ourselves: objective validity would give them
means to desired ends, inter-personal demands, the injustice which consists : the authority required. Aesthetic values are logité}ly in the same position
in the violation of what are in the context the accepted standards of merit, _ as moral ones; much the same metaphysical and epistemological consid-
the psychological constituents of meanness, and so on. There is nothing erations apply to them. But aesthetic values are less strongly objectified
queer about any of these, and under cover of them the claim for moral ) than moral ones; their subjective status, and an ‘error theory’ with regard to
authority may pass unnoticed. But if I am right in arguing that it is ordinar- such claims to objectivity as are incorporated in aesthetic judgements, will
ily there, and is therefore very likely to be incorporated almost automati- be more readily accepted, just because the motives for their objectification
cally in philosophical accounts of ethics which systematize our ordinary are less compelling.
thought even in such apparently innocent terms as these, it needs to be But it would be misleading to think of the objectification of moral
examined, and for this purpose it needs to be isolated and exposed as it is values as primarily the projection of feelings, as in the pathetic fallacy.
by the less cautious philosophical reconstructions. ' More important are wants and demands. As Hobbes says, ‘whatsoever is
. the object of any man’s Appetite or Desire, that is it, which he for his part
calleth Good'’; and certainly both the adjective ‘good’ and the noun ‘goods’

3 , are used in non-moral contexts of things because they are such as to sat-
Considerations of these kinds suggest that it is in the end less paradoxi- isfy desires. We get the notion of something’s being objectively good, or
cal Lo reject than to retain the common-sense belief in the objectivity of having intrinsic value, by reversing the direction of dependence here, by

can cll'the projection or objectification of moral attitudes. This would be

Patterns of Objectification

o R b

belonging of properties to other properties, and how can we discern it? ' stand the S“M@M%uahﬁﬁi as arising from what we - b
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making the desire depend upon the goodness, instead of the goodness on 16 !
the desire. And this is aided by the fact that the desired thing will indeed ' &

have features that make it desired, that enable it to arouse a desire or that : ) .
make it such as to satisfy some desire that is already there. It is fairly easy to : Ethlcs and Observatlon
confuse the way in which a thing’s desirability is indeed objective with its

having in our sense objective value. The fact that the ;}ord ‘good’ serves as Gilbé’f’t Harman -

one of our main moral terms is a trace of this pattermof objectification. ’

J. L. Mackie: The Subjectivity of Values

1} Why does Mackie refer to his view as an “error theory”? What is the
“error” that Mackie takes hiinself to be pointing out?

2) Mackie cites widespread disagreement about morality as evidence for
his view that there are no objective moral values. Yet he admits that the
existence of scientific disagreement does not suggest that there are no
objective scientific truths. Why does Mackie think that ethics is differ-
ent from science in this regard? Do you think he is ri';ght about this?
One might object to Mackies argument from disagreement by noting
that some moral prohibitions (against killing innocent people, against
adultery, etc.} are widely shared across cultures. Does this show that
there is something wrong with the argument from disagreement? How
do you think Mackie would respond to such an objection?

Mackie claims that objective values, if they existed, would be entities
“of a very strange sort, utterly different from anything else in the uni- firmed, these is no reason to think that moral beliefs can record some
verse.” What feature of moral values would make them so strange? Do independent reality, in the way that true scientific beliefs r eport facts
you agree with Mackie that the “queerness” of moral properties is a ' about the natural world.
good reason to deny their existence? Harman’s arguments have generated a substantial amount of
Mackie suggests that his view is “simpler and more comprehensible” - attention, focusing our thoughts as they do on what seems to be a fun-
than accepting objective values. In what ways is his view simpler? Is : damental difference between scientific claims and morat claims. If there
this a good reason to reject the existence of objective values? : is 4 moral reality ot there, awaiting our discovery, then we should, says
Mackie thinks that for his error theory to succeed, he must explain how Harman, be able to find out about it in the same way we learn about
people come to think that there are objective moril values in the first the natural world that science describes, But we can't do that. In a part
place. How does he attempt to do s0? Do you think he is successful? ; of the book that is omitted here, Harman relies on the arguments from
this selection to support his moral relativism, which insists that moral-
ity is a matter of social agreements, with no objective basis.

In this brief selection from his book The Nature of Morality (1977),
Gilbert Harman argues that there is a fundamental difference between
the claims of ethics and those of the natural sciences, We can verify
scientific claims by testing them against the world. We can't do this
with moral claims. The reason is that moral facts appeat to cause noth-
ing, and without any causal power, it is impossible to detect their pres-

ence. This leaves us no choice but to test our moral views exclusively
by seeing how well they relate to other beliefs we already hold. But
since those further moral beliefs are also unable to be scientifically con-

Gilbert Harman, “Bthics and Observation” from The Nature of Morality (1977), pp- 3-10. By
petmission of Oxford Unijversity Press, Tnc.
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