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3)

4)

How does Midgley argue for her claim that “moral isolationism would
lay down a general ban on moral reasoning”? Do you think she is right
about this?

What “logical difficulty” does Midgley think moral isolationism faces?
Can the moral isolationist respond convincingly to this difficulty?
Moral isolationism is often motivated by the thought that we should be
talerant and respectful of other cultures. Yet Midgley argues that these
concerns actually require us to reject moral isolationism. What are her
reasons for thinking this? Are they good ones?

At the end of her essay, Midgley mentions that our culture today has
been influenced by many different cultural traditions, What problems
does this raise for moral isolationism?
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Realism
Michael Smith

Michael Smith presents the outlines of a view known to philosophers
as moral realism, Realism claims that moral judgments can be trueinde-
pendently of what anyone happens to believe of them. Smith endorses
this conception of morality, but recognizes that there are many objec-
tions to be answered. One of the most important of these is based on
the idea that moral facts must somehow be able to motivate us, in part
by providing us reasons for action. And yet how we are motivated, and
what reasons we have, seem to be subjective, not objective, matters,
Qur motives and reasons seem to depend on what we care abour—
and yet the content of morality, if it really is objective, is not going to
depend on whar we want. o

Smith seeks to show that the objectivity of morality is compat-
ible with these motivational and reason-giving requirements, He does
this by defending the view that moral duties are those that we would
all agree to, were we each fully informed and perfectly rarional, Moral
rules originate in agreement that stems from judgments made from an
ideal perspective.

If Smith is correct, then morality is objective-~its standards are
those that ideal judges would agree on. We can each be mistaken about
our moral duty, because we can fail to have all the needed information
to make a decision, or fail to be fully rational (or both). And moral

duties will supply us with reasons for action, even if we don't care about
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doing our duty. They supply us with such reasons because our more
enlightened selves would endorse these duties, and we have reason to
follow the advice of our fully informed, perfectly rational counterparts.
And we will be moved to do our duty, provided that we are rational.
Someone who is rational will act on the best reasons that apply to her,
and these, says Smith, are moral teasons that stem from what we would
agree to if were judging things from the best possible vantage point'. I.n
this way, Smith offers an account of morality that can explain why it is
objective, why it provides us reason to obey it, and why it will motivate
rational people,

ost of us take moral appraisal pretty much for granted. Tothe

extent that we worry, we simply worry about gefting it right. Phi-

losophers too worry about getting the answers to moral ques-
tions right. However, traditionally, they have also been worried about the
whole business of moral appraisal itself. The problem they have grappled
with emerges when we focus on two distinctive features of moral prac-
tice; for, surprisingly, these features pull against each othet, threatening to
make the very idea of morality look altogether incoherent.

The first feature is implicit in our concern to get the answers to
moral questions right, for this concern presupposes that there are corre'ct

| answers to moral questions to be had, and thus that there exists a domain
K of distinctively iﬁ{o/ml facts. Moreover, we seem to think that these .facts
“have a particular-character; for the only relevant determinant of the right-
ness of an act would seem to be the circumstances in which that action
takes place. Agents whose circumstances are identical face the same moral
choice: if they perform the same act then either they both act rightly or
they both act wrongly.

Something like this conception of moral facts seems to explain our
pre-cccupation with moral argument. Since we are all in the same boat,
s0, it seems, we think that a conversation in which agents carefully mus-
ter and assess each other’s reasons for and against their moral opinions
is the best way to discover what the moral facts are. If the participants
are open-minded and thinking clearly then we seem to think that such
an argument shotld result in a convergence in moral opinion—a conver-
gence upon the truth.
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We may summarise this first feature of moral practice as follows:
we seem to think that moral questions have correct answers, that these
answers are made correct by objective moral facts, that these facts are
determined by circumstances, and that, by arguing, we can discover what
these facts are. The term “objective” here simply signifies the possibility of
a convergence in moral views of the kind just mentioned,

Consider now the second feature. Suppose we reflect and decide
that we did the wrong thing in (say) refusing to give to famine relief, It
seems we come to think we failed to do something for which there was
a good reason. And this has motivational implications. For now imagine
the situation if we refuse again when next the opportunity arises, We will
have refused to do what we think we have good reason to do, and this will
Occasion serious puzzlement. An explanation of some sort will need to
be forthcoming (perhaps weakness of will or-irrationality of some other
kind). Why? Because, other things being equal, having a moral opinion
seems to require having a corresponding reason, and therefore motiva-
tion, to act accordingly. T
the\ practicality 9} moral judgement—are widely thought“to have both
metaphysical-afid psychological implications. However, and unfortunately,
these implications are the exact opposite of each other. In order to see
why, we need to pause for a moment fo féffect on the nature of huma
psychology.

According to the standard picture of human psychology—a pictare
we owe to David Hume—there are two main kinds of psychological state.
On the one hand there are beliefs, states that purport to represent the way
the world is. Since our beliefs purport to represent the world, they are sub-
ject to rational criticism: specifically, they are assessable in terms of truth
and falsechood. And on the other hand there are also desires, states that
represent how the world is to be. Desires are unlike beliefs in that they do

not even purport to represent the way the world Ts. They are therefore _E_Q{jb()/%"r:

3

assessable i terms of truth and falsehood. Indeed. according to the stan-

dard picture; ourdesires are Tiot subject fo any sort of rational criticism at
all. The fact that we have a certain desire is, with a proviso to be mentioned
presently, simply a fact about ourselves to be acknowledged. In themselves,
desires are all on a par, rationally neutral.

This is important, for it suggests that though facts about the world
may rightly affect our beliefs, such facts should, again with a proviso to
be mentioned presently, have no rational impact upon our desires. They

'These two-distinctive features of moral practice—the B}ectivity and
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may of course, have some non-rational impact. Seeing a spider, I may be
overcome with a morbid fear and desire never to be near one. However
this is not a change in my desires mandated by reason, Tt is a non-rational
change in my desires.

Now for the proviso. Suppose, contrary to the example just given, I
acquire an aversion to spiders because I come to believe, falsely, that they
have an unpleasant odour. This is certainly an irrational aversion. However,
this is not contrary to the spirit of the standard picture. For my aversion is
based on a further desire and belief: my desire not to smell that unpleasant
odour and my belief that that odour is given off by spiders. Since I can be
rationally criticised for having the belief, as it is false, so I can be rationally
criticised for having the aversion it helps to produce. The proviso is thus
fairly minor: desires are subject to rational criticism, but only insofar as
they are based on irrational beliefs. Desires that do not have this feature
are not subject to rational criticism at all. ‘

According to the standard picture, then, there are two kinds of psy-
chological state—beliefs and desires—utterly distinct and different from
each other. This picture is important because it provides us with 2 model
for understanding human action. A human action is the product of these
two forces: a desire representing the way the world is to be and a belief tell-
ing us how the world is, and thus how it has to be changed, so as to make
it that way. ,

We said earlier that the objectivity and the practicality of moral
judgement have both metaphysical and psychological implications. We
can now say what they arc. Consider first the objectivity of moral judge-
ment; the idea that there are moral facts, determined by circumstances,
and that, by arguing, we can discover what these objective moral facts
¢. This implies, metaphysically, that amongst the various facts there are
in the world there aren't just facts about (say) the consequences of our
actions on the well-being of sentient creatures, there are also distinctively
moral facts: facts about the rightness and wrongness of our actions hav-
ing these consequences. And, psychologically, the implication is thus that
when we make a moral judgement we express our beliefs about the way
these moral facts are. Our moral beliefs are representations of the way the
world is morally.

"~ Given the standard picture of human psychology, there is a further
. psychological implication. For whether or not people who have a certain
moral belief desire to act accordingly must now be seen as a further and
entirely separate question. They may happen to have a corresponding
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desire, they may not. However, either way, they cannot be rationally
criticised.

But now consider the second feature, the practicality of moral judge-
ment, the idea that to have a moral opinion simply is, contrary to what has
just been said, to have a corresponding reason, and thus motivation, to
act accordingly. Psychologically, since making a moral judgement entails
having a certain desire, and no recognition of a fact about the world could
rationally compel us to have one desire rather than another, this seems
to imply that our judgement must really simply be an expression of that
desire. And this psychological implication has metaphysical counterpart.
For, contrary to initial appearance, it seems that when we judge it right
to give to famine relief (say), we are not responding to any moral fact. In
judging it right to give to famine relief, we are really simply expressing our
desire that people give to famine relief. It is as if we were yelling “Hooray
for giving to famine relief!”-no mention of a moral fact there, in fact, no
factual claim at all.

We are now in a position to see why philosophers have been worried
about the whole business of moral appraisal. The problem is that the objec-
tivity and the practicality of moral judgement pull in quite opposite direc-
tions from each other. The objectivity of moral judgement suggests thaf
there are moral facts, determined by circumstances, and that our moral
judgements express our beliefs about what these facts are. But though this
is presupposed by moral argument, it leaves it entirely mysterious how or
why having a moral view has special links with, what we are motivated to
do. And the practicality of moral judgement suggests just the opposite,
that our moral judgements express our desires. While this seems presup-
posed in the link between moral judgement and motivation, it leaves it
entirely mysterious how or why moral judgements can be the subject of
moral argument.

The very idea of morality may therefore be incoherent, for what s
required to make sense of a moral judgement is a queer sort of fact about
the universe: a fact whose recognition necessarily impacts upon our
desires. But the standard picture of human psychology tells us that there
are no such facts. Nothing could be everything a moral judgement pur-
ports to be—or so the standard picture tells us.

At long last we are in a position to see what this essay is about, For-
moral realism is simply the metaphysical view that there exist moral facts.
The psychological counterpart to realism is cognitivism, the view that
moral judgements express our beliefs about what these moral facts are,
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Moral realism thus contrasts with two alternative metaphysical views: irre-
alism and moral nihilism. According to the irrealists, there are no moral
facts, but neither are moral facts required to make sense of moral practice.
We can happily acknowledge that our moral judgements simply express
our desires about how people behave. This is non-cognitivism, the psy-
chological counterpart to irrealism. By contrast, according to the moral
nihilists, the irrealists are right that there are no moral facts, but wrong
about what is required to make sense of moral practice. Without moral
facts moral practice is all a sham, much like religious practice without
belief in God.

(V’v?hich, then, should we believe: realisx_I}, irrealism or {}_}1!‘_11591? 1
favour Tealism. Let me say why. We have assumed from the outset that
judgements of right and wrong are judgements about our reasons for
action. But though these judgements seem to concern a realm of facts
about our reasons, what casts doubt on this is the standard picture of
human psychology. For it tells us that, since judgements about our reasons
have motivational implications, so they must really simply be expressions
of our desires. It seems to me that here we see the real devil of the piece: the
standard picture of human psychology’s tacit conflation of reasons with

motives. Seeing why this is s6 efablés us to see why we may legitimately

“talk about our beliefs about the reasons we have, and why having such
beliefs makes it rational to have corresponding desires; why such beliefs
have motivational implications.- '

,,j\fm?ga_ajging_ giving the babya l;_aEl]As you do, it begins to scream uncon-

ollably. Nothing you do seems to help, As you watch, you are overcome

with a desire to drown it in the bathwater. You are motivated to drown the )

baby. Does this entail that you have a reason to drown the baby? Com-
monsense tells us that, since this desire is not worth satisfying, it does not
provide you with such a reason; that, in this case, you are motivated to do
something you have 7o reason to do. But can the standard picture agree
with commonsense on this score? No, it cannot. For your desire to drown
the baby need be based on no false belief, and, as such, the standard pic-
ture tells us it is beyond rational criticism. 'There is no sense in which it is
not worth satisfying—or so the standard picture tells us. But this is surely
wrong. A ,

The problem is that the standard picture gives no special privilege to
what we would want if we were ‘cool, calm, and collected’, Yet common-
sense tells us that not being cool, calm, and collected may lead to all sorts of
irrational emotional outbursts. Having those desires that we would have if
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we were cool, calm, and collected thus seems to be an independent rational
ideal. When cool, calm, and collected, you would want that the baby isn’t
drowned, no matter how much it screatns, and no matter how overcome
youmay be, in your uncool, uncalm, and uncollected state, with a desire to
drown it. This is why you have no reason to drown the baby. It seems to me
that this insight is the key to reconciling the objectivity with the practicality
of moral judgement.

Judgements of right and wrong express our beliefs about our reasons.
But what sort of fact is a fact about our reasons? ‘The preceding discussion
suggests that they are not facts about yhat we wu&fﬁf?esire,_as the stan-

‘da/ra@gre would have it, but are rather facts a hatwé_waulcf déglre

if we were in certain idealised conditions of reflection: if, say, we were well

informed, cool, calm, and Sollected,
o 'HAE:ording to this account, then, | have a reason to give to famine relief
in my particular circumstances just in case, if  were in such idealised con-
ditions of reflection, T would desire that, even when in my particular cir-
cumstances, I give to famine relief. Now this sort of fact may certainly be
the object of a belief. And moreover having such a belief—a belief about
our reasons—certainly seems to rationally require of us that we have cor-
responding desires. :

In order to see this, suppose I believe I would desire ta give to famine
relief if 1 were cool, calm, and collected but, Being unceool, uncalm, and
uncollected, I don't desire to give to famine relief. Am I rationally criticiz-
able for not having the desire? I surely am. After all; from my own point
of view my beliefs and desires form a more colierent, and thus a rationally
preferable, package if I do in fact desire what I believe T would desire if
I'were cool, calm, and collected. 'This is because, since it is an independent
rational ideal to have the desires T would have if T were cool, calm, and
collected so, from my own point of view, if I believe that I would have
a certain desire under such conditions and yet fail to have it, my beliefs
and desires fail to meet this ideal. To believe that T would desire to give
to famine relief if I were cool, calm, and collected and yet fail to desire to
give to famine relief is thus to manifest a commonly recognizable species
of rational failure.

If this is right then, contrary to the standard picture, a broader class
of desires may be rationally criticized. The desires of those who fail to
desire to do what they believe they have reason to do can be rationally
criticized even though they may not be based on any false belief, And, if
this is right, then the standard picture is wrong to suggest that a judgement
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with motivational implications must really be the expression of a desire.
For a judgement about an agent’s reasons has motivational implications—
the rational agent is motivated accordingly-—and vyet it is the expression
of a belief,

Have we said enough to solve the problem facing the moral realist?
Not yet. Moral judgements aren’t Just judgements about the reasons we
have. They are judgements about the reasons we have where those reasons
are determined entirely by our circumstances. People in the same circum-
stances face the same moral choice: if they do the same then either they
both act rightly (they both do what they have reason to do) or they both
act wrongly (they both do what they have reason not to do). Does the
account of reasons we have given support this?

Suppose our circumstances are identical. Ts it right for each of us to
give to famine relief? According to the story just told, it is right that [ give
to famine relief just in case T have a reason to do so, and I have such a reason
just in case, if I were in idealised conditions of reflection—well informed,
cool, calm, and collected—I would desire 1o give to famine relief. And the
same is true of you, If our circumnstances are the same then, supposedly, we
should both have such a reason or both lack such a reason. But do we?

The question is whether, if we were well informed, cool, calm, and col-
lected, we would all converge in the desires we have. Would we converge
or would there always be the possibility of some non-rationally-explicable
difference in our desires even under such conditions? The standard picture
of human psychology now returns to center-stage, For it telis us that there
is always the possibility of some non-rationally-explicable difference in
our desires even under such idealised conditions of reflection. This is the
residue of the standard picture’s conception of desire as a psychological
state that is beyond rational criticism.

If there is such a possibility then the realists attermpt to reconcile the
objectivity and the practicality of moral judgement simply fails. For we
are forced to accept that there is a Jundamental relativity in the reasons
we have. What we have reason to do is relative to what we would desire
under idealised conditions of reflection, and this may differ from person
to person. It is not wholly determined by our circumstances, as moral facts
are supposed to be, “

Many philosophers believe that there is always such a possibility; that
our reasons are fundamentally relative. But this seems unwarranted to me.
For it seemns to me that moral practice is itself the forum in which we will
discover whether there is a fundamental relativity in our reasons.
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After all, in moral practice we attempt to change people’s moral
beliefs by engaging them in rational argument: i.e. by getting their beliefs
to approximate those they would have under more idealised conditions
of reflection. And sometimes we succeed. When we succeed, other things
being equal, we succeed in changing their desires. How, then, can we say in
advance that this procedure will never result in'a massive convergence in
moral beliefs? And, if it did result in a massive convergence in our moral
beliefs—and thus in our desires—then why not say that this convergence
would itself be best explained by the fact that the beliefs and desires that
emerge have some privileged rational status? Something like such a con-
vergence on certain mathematical judgements in mathematical practice
lies behind our conviction that those claims enjoy a privileged rational
status, So ‘why not think that a [ike convergence in moral practice would
show that those moral judgements and concerns enjoy the same privileged
rational status? At this point, the standard picture’s insistence that there
is a fundamental relativity in our reasons begins to sound all too much
like 2 hollow dogma.

The kind of moral realism described here endorses & conception of
moral facts that is a far cry from the picture noted at the outset: moral facts
as queer facts about the universe whose recognition necessarily impacts
upon our desires. The realist has eschewed queer facts about the universe
in favour of a more ‘subjectivist’ conception of moral facts. The realist’s
point, however, is that such a conception of moral facts may make them
subjective only in the innocuous sense that they are facts about our rea-
sons: ie. facts about what we would want imder certain idealised condi-
tions_of reflection. For wants are, admittedly, states enjoyed by subjects.
Bu@main objective insofar as they are facts about what we,
not just¥ou or I, would want under such conditions, The existerce of a
moral fact—say, the rightness of giving to famine relief in certain circum-
stances—requires that, under idealised conditions of reflection, rational
creatures would converge upon a desire to give to famine relief in such
circumstances,

Of course, it must be said that moral argument has not yet produced
the sort of convergence in our desires that would make the idea of a moral
fact—a fact about the reasons we have entirely determined by our circum-
stances—look plausible. But neither has moral argument had much of a
history in times in which we can engage in free reflection unhampered
by a false biology (the Aristotelian tradition) or a false belief in God (the
Judeo-Christian tradition). It remains to be seen whether sustained moral
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argument can elicit the requisite convergence in our moral beliefs, and
corresponding desires, to make the idea of 2 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

Ly

2)

3)

Smith claims that “objectivity” is “a distinctive feature of moral prac-
tice” What exactly does he mean by objectivity? 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 Smith's 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 this excerpt from his book Moral 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
anesthetic, 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. o

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 opinjons are 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 cannot be
known. The last is that there are no recognized methods for resolving

Moral Skepiicism and Morgl Knowledge, Renford Bambrough, Copyright @ 1979 Routledge.
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