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- Preface

In this volume, I have collected versions of some of the papers I have
written over the last two decades or so.

There is some repetition from one essay to another. The most notable
case is the way Essay 10 essentially repeats an exploitation of Wittgen-
stein from Essay 3. I have left this kind of thing unaltered, so that each
essay can in principle stand on its own, at least as much as when it first
appeared. No doubt there is not only repetition, but also some inconsis-
tency—although I find it gratifying, on rereading these papers, to see
how single-minded I seem to have managed to be over the years.

Of course I would not write precisely these essays if I sat down to
write on these topics today. But I have resolutely resisted any temptation
to make alterations of substance; it would have been improper to turn
the papers into shifting targets. I have, however, made stylistic changes
at points where how I originally said something, even if not what I said,
struck me as especially unbearable. Of course that is not to say that I am
content with how things are said here.

I have divided the essays into four groups, although the dividing lines
are not sharp.

_ The first group concerns how to interpret some central contentions of
Socratic, Platonic, and especially Aristotelian ethics. My main aim in
these papers is to counteract a way in which, as I see it, modern preju-
dices about rationality tend to distort our understanding of Greek

_ethics. When a Greek thinker says something to the effect that a life of
virtue is a life in accordance with reason, modern commentators tend to
suppose he must mean that such a life can be recommended as worth
going in for, with the recommendation not needing to appeal to habitu-
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ated propensities to be attracted towards, and recoil from, actions of
different kinds—the features of a person’s make-up that figure, for in-
stance, in Aristotle’s discussion of virtue of character. This reflects a du-
alism between reason and the more evidently “natural” aspects of char-
acter. 1 think it leads commentators to miss a possibility of profiting
from Greek ethical reflection: a possibility of appreciating, as best we
can from our different vantage point, what it might have been like to
think about character, reason, and conduct in an intellectual climate
that was not shaped by the pressure towards such dualisms. Our intel-
lectual climate is irreversibly so shaped, but the strands in Greek ethics 1
consider, read as I urge, help to bring out that it is possible, even for us,
to resist the pressure.

The papers in the second group are less directly anchored in readings
of ancient texts, though they are animated by what I take to be the spirit

. of ethical reflection in the Socratic tradition. Their focus is partly on
. moral psychology, in particular on how to think about the role of rea-

son in action that flows from ethical character. By way of a natural con-
nection between reason and objectivity, in an unambitious sense involv-

ing no more than the idea of getting things right, that general theme

acquires a metaphysical aspect, again in an unambitious sense. Some of
these essays can thus be taken to defend a version of what has been
called “moral realism”. But that label would risk obscuring the fact that
what I urge is more negative than positive; my stance in these essays is

|_ better described as “anti-anti-realism” than as “realism”. What I urge is

that anti-realist positions such as emotivism and its sophisticated de-
scendants, all the way down to Simon Blackburn’s projectivist quasi-

. realism, are responses to a misconception of the significance of the ob-
! vious fact that ethical, and more generally evaluative, thinking is not
| science. This misconception is cognate with the dualisms that tend to

deform our understanding of, say, Aristotle’s conviction that a person of
good ethical character has the right answer to the question how one
should live.

Already in the first group of essays, and again in the second, there are
places where I exploit ideas from Wittgenstein about reason in action.
The papers in the third group offer direct readings of Wittgenstein.
Essay 11, among other things, aims to entitle me to appeal to Wittgen-
stein on rule-following in the way I do in Essays 3 and 10. The other es-
says in this group deal with the implications of Wittgenstein’s work for
how we should think about how speech and thought are directed at
reality, and for how we should think about the idea of an inner life.

By now we are in the midst of the philosophy of mind, and the papers
in the fourth group deal with some topics that fall under that head: the
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character of the mental in general, and of perceptual experience in par-
ticular; and the implications, for reflection about personal identity and
thereby on the nature of persons, of our first-personal angle on our own
lives and the continuity they display.

I have cited works by author’s name and title alone, reserving details of
publication to the Bibliography at the end of the volume.



PART 1

GREEK ETHICS



ESSAY 1

The Role of Eudaimonia
in Aristotle’s Ethics

1. In book 1 of the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle evidently en-
dorses the thesis that eudaimonia is the chief good, the end for all
that we do. Following Anthony Kenny, we can distinguish at least
two possible interpretations of that thesis: either as claiming that ex-
daimonia is that for whose sake all action is undertaken (an indica-
tive thesis), or as claiming that eudaimonia is that for whose sake all
action ought to be undertaken (a gerundive thesis).! Kenny is reluc-
tant to attribute any doctrine of the former kind to Aristotle. But on
the face of it an indicative thesis is what Aristotle appears to accept.
At 1102a2-3, he says “. . . it is for the sake of this [sc. eudaimonia)
that we all do all that we do”; and there seems to be no prospect of
taking this to express a gerundive thesis.”> And the general drift of
book 1 points in the same direction. At 1094a18-22, Aristotle says:
“if, then, there is some end of the things we do, which we desire for
its own sake (everything else being desired for the sake of this), . . .
clearly this must be the good and the chief good.” Whether or not
we suppose that the second “if” clause, which I have omitted, is

1. Anthony Kenny, “Aristotle on Happiness”. Kenny further distinguishes two ver-
sions of the indicative thesis (logical truth and empirical observation); and he is concerned
with a scope ambiguity in the thesis that everyone has a single end (see §2 below).

2. Pace, apparently, Kenny’s added footnote, p. 28. I quote (as throughout) from the
translation of Sir David Ross, The Nicomachean Ethics of Aristotle; but I shall sometimes
substitute a transliteration for Ross’s “happiness”, in order not to prejudge the sense of
“eudaimonia”®. Citations and references are from the Nicomachean Ethics unless other-
wise specified.
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meant as an argument for the truth of the first,> what I have quoted
appears to say that if the indicative thesis about a single end of ac-
tion is true, then the single end whose existence it asserts is the chief
good; and it is hard to resist the impression that eudaimonia figures
in the later chapters of book 1 as verifying the antecedent of that
conditional: first at 1095a17-20, on the strength of general consen-
sus, and then at 1097a25-b21, on the strength of its satisfying the
two conditions, finality and self-sufficiency, that Aristotle argues the
chief good must satisfy.

2. Suppose someone says that everyone has a single end he pursues
in all his actions. We might ask: does he mean (i) that there is some
end of action common to everyone? or (ii) that everyone has his own
end, but one that may differ from his neighbour’s?

1095a17-28 indicates that Aristotle’s answer would be “Both™.
Which answer is appropriate depends on the level of specificity with
which ends are formulated. People have divergent views about what
eudaimonia amounts to in substantive detail: if we formulate a per-
son’s end at a level of specificity at which such divergences appear,
then ex bypothesi we cannot find that end shared by all ((ii) above).
But a thesis on the lines of (i) can be true nevertheless, in virtue of
the availability of the term “eudaimonia” itself as a specification of
the common end whose existence such a thesis asserts.

Aristotle himself has a specific view about what kind of life consti-
tutes eudaimonia.* He certainly does not hold that everyone aims to
lead that kind of life. But this yields no argument against attributing
to him a thesis like (i). It would be a mistake—a missing of the
nonextensionality of specifications of aim or purpose—to think one
could argue on these lines: eudaimonia is in fact such-and-such a
kind of life; there are people who do not have that kind of life as

3. See, e.g., Kenny, p. 26; on the other side, see §VI of J. L. Ackrill, “Aristotle on Ex-
daimonia”.

4. Or perhaps two specific views: an intellectualist view, and a different view that more
easily accommodates the excellences of character discussed in books 2-5. My concern is
with the role of Aristotle’s notion of eudaimonia and not with the content of his concep-
tion of it, so I shall not discuss this well-known problem of interpretation; for discussion
and references see, e.g., John M. Cooper, Reason and Human Good in Aristotle. 1 shall

proceed throughout as if Aristotle were single-minded about what exdaimonia amounts
to.
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their aim; therefore there are people who do not have eudaimonia as
their aim.

If it is the availability of the specification “eudaimonia” that per-
mits the unification of substantively divergent ends in life, the ques-
tion arises whether the unification is merely verbal. I shall revert to
that question in due course (§§7 ff.).

3. Kenny’s reluctance to attribute an indicative thesis to Aristotle de-
serves sympathy. Even if we bracket the question whether any inter-
esting unification of divergent ends in life is effected by the specifica-
tion “eudaimonia”, there is still room for suspicion of the claim that
any one person has, in any interesting sense, a single end in all his ac-
tions. If “actions” means something like “voluntary or purposive do-
ings”, there is surely no plausible interpretation of the notion of eu-
daimonia that would make it true that all of anyone’s actions are
undertaken for the sake of what he conceives eudaimonia to be.
Worse: that is conceded by Aristotle himself, when he recognizes the
occurrence of incontinence. When someone acts incontinently in
pursuit of a pleasure, he differs from an intemperate person—who
would also pursue the pleasure—in that pursuit of the pleasure
would conform to the intemperate person’s conception of the sort of
life a human being should lead (hence, his conception of
eudaimonia); whereas for the incontinent person that is precisely not
s0. The incontinent person has a different conception of what it is to
do well (i.e., of eudaimonia), but allows himself to pursue a goal
whose pursuit in the circumstances he knows to be incompatible
with what, in those circumstances, doing well would be.’ So his ac-
tion, though voluntary, is not undertaken for the sake of (his concep-
tion of) eudaimonia.

4. But we can eliminate this counterexample, and so preserve the
possibility of ascribing an indicative thesis to Aristotle, as book 1
seems to require (§1 above), without accusing him of inconsistency.
What is needed—and independently justifiable—is to equip Aristotle

5. Compare Kenny, pp. 27-8, presumably on the strength of, e.g., 1146b22—-4. Kenny
seems to me to be clearly right about this, pace (by implication} Cooper, p. 16. (On
1097b1-5, on which Cooper partly relies, see §5 below.)
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with a concept of action under which not just any voluntary or pur-
posive doing falls.

The chief good is the end of the things we do (telos ton prakton:
1094a18-19, 1097a22-23); and in the explicit statement of
1102a2-3, quoted in §1 above, the verb is “prattein”. Now we
know in any case that “prattein” and its cognates have a quasi-
technical restricted use at some points in Aristotle. At 1139a19-20
and at Eudemian Ethics 1222b18-21, praxis (“action”) is restricted
to man and denied to other animals. Voluntary behavior, however, is
allowed to other animals by 1111b7-10. That passage suggests that
we should connect the field of application of the restricted use of
“prattein” and its cognates with the field of application of the notion
of prohairesis (standardly translated “choice”), since probairesis is
similarly denied to non-human animals (and also to children). As for
probairesis, one might have thought, from 1113a9-12, that just any
deliberative desire to do something would count for Aristotle as a
probairesis. But that does not square with the fact that, while deny-
ing that someone who acts incontinently acts on a probairesis (e.g.
1111b13-15), he recognizes that an incontinent act can issue from
deliberation (1142b18-20). The best resolution is to suppose that a
probairesis is a deliberative desire to do something with a view to
doing well (eupraxia: see 1139a31-b5).¢ “Doing well” (“ex prat-
tein”) is by common consent a synonym for “having eudaimonia”
(1095a19-20). So, given the conjecture that praxeis—actions in the
restricted sense—are doings that issue from prohairesis, we have it
guaranteed, by the implicit explanation of the restricted use, that all
praxeis are undertaken for the sake of eudaimonia (i.e., eupraxia).

We might reach the same conclusion, without the detour through
probairesis, from 1140b6-7: “. . . while making has an end other
than itself, action (praxis) cannot; for good action (eupraxia) itself is
its end.” This passage forces a further refinement into our picture.

Aristotle here appeals to his distinction (e.g., 1094a3-5) between -

two sorts of application of the notion of an end, or of expressions
like “for the sake of”, according to whether or not that for whose
sake something is done is distinct from that which is done for its

6. See G. E. M. Anscombe, “Thought and Action in Aristotle”. “Deliberative desires”
are desires the reasons for which can be reconstructed in the form of a deliberation, not
necessarily desires actually arrived at by deliberation; see Cooper, pp. 5-10.
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sake. In the terminology that commentators have adopted from
Greenwood, this is the distinction between productive means (where
the end is distinct) and constituent means (where the end is not dis-
tinct).” Now in order to respect the distinction between praxis and
making, we have to recognize that, even if undertaken for the sake of
eudaimonia, a bit of behaviour need not thereby be shown to be a
praxis. To count as a praxis it must be undertaken as a constituent
means to eudaimonia (that is, the agent’s reason must be expressible
on these lines: “Doing this is what, here and now, doing well is”), as
opposed to a productive means (with the agent’s reason expressible
on these lines: “Doing well is doing such-and-such, and I cannot get
into a position in which I can do such-and-such except by doing
this”).?

5. Kenny does consider (p. 28) the possibility of getting round the
problem posed by incontinence (§3 above) in something like the way
I have suggested: he contemplates the suggestion that since the in-
continent person does not act on a prohairesis (“choice”), one might
ascribe to Aristotle the thesis that whatever is chosen is chosen for
the sake of eudaimonia. Kenny rejects this suggestion on the basis of
1097b1-5: “for this [sc. eudaimonia)] we choose always for itself and
never for the sake of something else, but honour, pleasure, reason,
and every virtue we choose indeed for themselves (for if nothing re-
sulted from them we should still choose each of them), but we
choose them also for the sake of eudaimonia, judging that by means
of them we shall have eudaimonia.” But this is inconclusive.
According to Kenny, it is clear that Aristotle “means not that on
some particular occasion honour and pleasure are chosen both for
their own sakes and for the sake of [eudaimonia), but that on some
occasions they are chosen for their own sakes, and on other occa-
sions for the sake of [eudaimonia)”. This is open to dispute. Presum-
ably Kenny’s idea is this: the parenthesis shows that choosing those
things for themselves is not choosing them as means to anything else;
hence it can be true both that we choose them for themselves and
that we choose them for the sake of (as means to) eudaimonia, only

7. L. H. G. Greenwood, Aristotle: Nicomachean Ethics Book VI, pp. 46-7.
8. See Anscombe, pp. 149-50.
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if the occasions of these choosings are different. However, the termi-
nology of the parenthesis (note “resulted”) suggests the possibility of
a different construal, according to which what it shows is that
choosing those things for themselves is not choosing them as produc-
tive means to anything else. With that construal of the parenthesis,
the language of the passage is compatible with the idea that choosing
those things for themselves, so far from excluding their being chosen,
on the same occasions, for the sake of eudaimonia, actually is choos-
ing them as constituent means to eudaimonia.’

However, although the language of the passage permits this inter-
pretation, I am doubtful whether the substance does. Virtue and rea-
son are surely not constituent means to eudaimonia (though they
may be productive means); nor is it obvious that that is the right
view of the relation of pleasure and honour to eudaimonia. Such a
view has its plausibility in the context of a conception of eudaimonia
as an aggregate of independently recognizable goods, and I shall be
questioning (§§12-14 below) whether that conception is Aristotle’s.

Suppose, then, that Kenny is right about the meaning of the pas-
sage: that, according to it, there are, or could be, choosings of, say,
pleasure in the belief that the behaviour motivated thereby will nei-
ther constitute nor produce eudaimonia—hence, choosings of plea-
sure otherwise than for the sake of eudaimonia. Even so, my sugges-
tion is not refuted. The verb translated “choose” in this passage is
not “prohaireisthai”, which, with its cognate noun, has the quasi-
technical use discussed in §4, but “haireisthai”, which can mean
(what “prohbaireisthai” in Aristotle’s quasi-technical use does not
mean, and what he must sometimes have needed a word for) simply
“prefer”, or “choose” in an ordinary sense. In that case the conces-
sion that in the sense appropriate to this passage, there can be choos-
ings of pleasure otherwise than for the sake of eudaimonia need in-
volve no more than the familiar point about incontinence (§3

above); or a similar point about pursuit of pleasure, not contrary to-

one’s conception of eudaimonia, as in incontinence, but engaged in
by those (e.g., children or non-human animals) who do not pursue
eudaimonia at all. Such points pose no threat to the thesis that all be-

9. See Ackrill, §V. Cooper’s idea, at p. 16, is a different one: that honour etc. are cho-
sen for themselves and also for the sake of eudaimonia.
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haviour that issues from probairesis is undertaken for the sake of eu-
daimonia.’

6. At Eudemian Ethics 1214b6-12, Aristotle says: “. . . everybody
able to live according to his own probairesis should set before him
some object for noble living to aim at—on which he will keep his
eyes fixed in all his praxeis (since clearly it is a mark of much folly
not to have one’s life regulated with regard to some End). . . .”!
Kenny remarks (p. 29): “The fact that this is made as a recommenda-
tion shows that what is recommended is not something that is al-
ready the case in the behaviour of all men.”

Curiously enough, the “should” that occurs in the Loeb transla-
tion I have quoted!? corresponds to nothing in the text translated (al-
though some manuscripts do have “dein”). One might argue that
even if the text contains no “should”, it needs in any case to be un-
derstood, because the parenthesis is evidently meant to back up a
recommendation.’ But it is not obvious that the parenthesis cannot
be understood differently, as a sort of gloss on the restriction “able
to live according to his own probairesis”. In that case, with the Loeb
text, the passage yields an indicative thesis about those to whom the
restriction applies (sc. all but the very foolish).

In any case, once the character of the indicative thesis that I am as-
cribing to Aristotle is clear, it does not ultimately matter if this pas-
sage has to be read as making a recommendation. The recommenda-
tion is that those able to act on prohairesis should do so, that is,
should form a conception of eudaimonia and act for its sake; that
this is made as a recommendation does not presuppose that a piece
of behaviour may both issue from probairesis and not be undertaken
for the sake of eudaimonia.

10. The other objects of choice mentioned would require different treatment. A great
deal more would need to be said in a full account of this difficult passage; all I have aimed
to do is to show that Kenny’s use of it is not conclusive.

11. Translation (with substituted transliterations) from H. Rackham, ed. and trans.,
Aristotle: The Athenian Constitution; The Eudemian Ethics; On Virtues and Vices.

12. And in the Oxford translation quoted by Kenny.

13. Compare Cooper, p. 94.
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7. Suppose Aristotle does wish to maintain that praxeis are (by defi-
nition) bits of behaviour undertaken as constituent means to exdai-
monia. What would be the point of such a thesis?

If we can find something more than merely verbal unification of
divergent ends in life effected by the specification “eudaimonia”,
then “undertaken as constituent means to eudaimonia” marks out,
in spite of the divergences, a distinctive sort of reason an agent can
have for behaving as he does. In that case the point of the thesis can
be to introduce us, by way of our grasp of that distinctive sort of rea-
son, to a restricted class of bits of behaviour that, because under-
taken for that sort of reason, are of special interest in ethics. I sug-
gest that we can indeed grasp such a distinctive sort of reason: it is
the sort of reason for which someone acts when he does what he
does because that seems to him to be what a human being, circum-
stanced as he is, should do. The ethical interest of such behaviour is
that the behaviour, with its reasons, is indicative of the agent’s char-
acter.™

8. It is important not to be misled about the kind of classification of
reasons I have in mind. One possible classification of reasons is by
general features of their content, into such categories as moral, aes-
thetic, or prudential. But that is not the kind of classification I have
in mind.

To say that someone should do something is to say that he has
reason to do it. Since reasons fall under categories of the sort I have
just mentioned, it might seem to follow that uses of “should” fall
under categories likewise. On this view, when “should” is used in
characterizing the distinctive sort of reason that is involved in acting
with a view to eudaimonia, what is involved would have to be one
such specific kind of “should”, say a moral or prudential “should”.
But that is not how I intend the suggestion.

Consider a dispute on the following lines. One party (X) says that
a human being should exercise certain virtues, including, say, justice

14. Perhaps in a sense of “character” stipulatively determined by this thesis itself; but
that would not make the thesis any less worth considering. It is because they are under-
taken for the distinctive sort of reason involved in prohairesis (see §6) that bits of behav-
iour belong in the restricted class of praxeis; that explains why Aristotle says (1111b5-6)
that probairesis is more indicative of character than praxeis are.
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and charity. The other party (Y) says: “Nonsense! That’s a wishy-
washy ideal, suitable only for contemptible weaklings. A real man
looks out for himself; he certainly doesn’t practise charity, or justice
as you conceive it.” Now when X applies his view to specific circum-
stances, he will produce reasons that, according to him, people so
circumstanced have for acting as he says they should; and the rea-
sons will belong to one of the categories into which reasons fall. As
his position has been described, the reasons will, at least in some
cases, be moral ones. Y’s reasons will be of a different category:
namely, reasons of selfish interest. If we can nevertheless understand
the exchange as a genuine dispute, with the recognizable topic “How
should a human being behave?”, then we cannot take the “should”
in the question to have a sense that permits it to be backed only by
one of the favoured categories of reason. And surely we can so un-
derstand the exchange.

9. I have been using the word “moral” for a certain category of rea-
sons to which a person may or may not think he should conform his
life: a category of reasons on a level with, and distinguished by their
content from, say, aesthetic reasons, so that if someone argues that
human beings should not act in a certain way because it would be,
say, inelegant, we might describe him as adducing not a moral but
an aesthetic reason.'’ Some philosophers may want to object, in the
interest of a use of “moral” according to which the reasons to which
someone thinks a human being should conform his life are, eo ipso,
the reasons he counts as moral. Thus, in the case I have just men-
tioned, the person is described, according to this view about the use
of “moral”, as thinking that the avoidance of inelegance is morally
required; and similarly Y, in §8, thinks looking out for oneself is
morally called for. This is to insist that the “should” that fixes the
topic of such disputes as the one I described in §8 is a moral
“should”. :

It is a terminological question whether we should use “moral” in
this way. The terminological proposal does not conflict with the sub-
stance of my suggestion: namely, that we can make sense of a

15. 1 have deliberately left open the question what general features of their content
mark out reasons as moral reasons in this sense.



12 GREEK ETHICS

“should” (it does not matter whether we describe it as a moral
“should”) that, since it intelligibly locates disputes of the sort I de-
scribed in §8, is not proprietary to any one specific mode of ap-
praisal—in the sense in which, on this terminological proposal,
moral appraisal is no longer a specific mode of appraisal.

Some will be tempted by a different way of insisting that the
“should” in question does, contrary to my suggestion, belong to a
specific category: namely, the thesis that ultimately it stands revealed
as a certain sort of prudential “should”. This is not merely a termi-
nological proposal. I shall postpone discussion of it until I have re-
lated the suggestion to Aristotle’s text.

10. At 1097b22-1098a20, Aristotle exploits the thesis that the
ergon of man consists in rational activity, and the conceptual con-
nections between the notions of ergon, excellence, and activity, in
order to reach the conclusion that eudaimonia, the good for man, is
rational activity in accordance with excellence. This passage is com-
monly taken as a (purported) argument for Aristotle’s own substan-
tive view about with eudaimonia is. But it can be read in such a way
that the conclusion is (so far) neutral, as between Aristotle’s own
substantive view and, say, a view of eudaimonia corresponding to
the position of Y in the dispute I described in §8. With such a read-
ing, the point of the passage can be, not to justify Aristotle’s own
substantive view, but rather to help the reader to comprehend the
distinctive kind of reason that, according to the suggestion of §7, the
concept of eudaimonia serves to delimit.

What is the ergon of a kind of thing? Kenny (p. 27) objects to
“function”, and proposes the translation “characteristic activity”. If

that phrase is understood merely statistically, the required connec- -

tion with the notion of excellence is not plausible. To underwrite
that connection, we had better understand the ergon of an F as
something like: what it is the business of an F to do.!® This para-
phrase leaves it open that, for different substitutions for “F”, differ-
ent sorts of consideration may be appropriate in justifying a candi-
date specification of the ergon of an F. For a range of cases it will be

16. Note the normative force that has to be attributed to “work”, in Cooper’s render-
ing “definitive work” (p. 145).
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a matter of extracting, from an account of what it is to be an F, a
specification of something that is indeed appropriately spoken of as
the function of Fs; but the concept of an ergon does not require the
argument to take that shape in all cases.

Now disputes of the sort I described in §8 could evidently be con-
ducted as disputes about what it is the business of a human being to
do. Equally, they could be conducted as disputes about what human
excellence is.!” The thesis that man’s ergon consists in rational activ-
ity obviously excludes what might otherwise have been a conceivable
view of eudaimonia, namely, a life of unreflective gratification of ap-
petite; in the spirit of the ergon argument, we might say that that em-
bodies no recognizable conception of a distinctively human kind of
excellence. But no other likely candidate is clearly excluded by the
eliminative argument for that thesis (1097b33-1098a7).!® Aside
from its exclusion of the brutish life, then, the ergon argument can
be understood neutrally. Its upshot is not to identify eudaimonia
with one of the disputed candidates, namely, Aristotle’s own, but to
bring out how the issue between the candidates can be seen as an
issue between competing views about which specific properties of a
person are human excellences; and the route to the conclusion brings
out how the issue can be seen as an issue between competing views
about what it is the business of a human being to do.

11. It will be protested that I have got this far only by ignoring that
aspect of the sense of “eudaimonia” that makes the standard transla-
tion, “happiness”, not completely inept. That aspect ensures that the
term is correctly applied only to the life that is maximally attractive
or desirable.

Thus if disputes about how a human being should live, like the
one I considered in §8, are disputes about what eudaimonia is, then,

17. This is sometimes obscured because of the way “excellence”, and still more
“yirtue”, have been commandeered by those whose substantive view is a moral one, in the
narrow sense. But obviously Y’s position, in §8, could be intelligibly expressed by saying
“Genuine human excellence is the intelligence and strength needed to further one’s own
selfish ends”.

18. Pace those who suppose that the ergon argument, as it stands, is meant to prove
that eudaimonia is, as in book 10, to be equated with a life of “contemplation”; see, e.g.,
Cooper, pp. 99-100. Against that view, see Ackrill, §VII {and note the end of Cooper’s
n. 10, pp. 100-1).
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according to the protest, that ensures that the “should” in the com-
peting theses must claim its justification from considerations about
the attractiveness or desirability, to a person wondering how to
arrange his life, of the competing lives. Hence it is, after all, a
“should” of a specific category, namely, a kind of prudential
“should”. (Of course the prudence in question need not be wholly
self-centred.)

Again: even if the words “Eudaimonia is rational activity in accor-
dance with excellence” can be accepted by all parties in substantive
disputes about what eudaimonia is, still Aristotle thinks there is a
correct position, namely, his own, on the topic of substantive dis-
pute. According to the protest, now, even if the ergon argument does
not actually constitute Aristotle’s justification of his own position on
the substantive issue, nevertheless, because it is eudaimonia that he
identifies with rational activity in accordance with excellence, he is
committed to the availability of a certain sort of justification for his
own view about what rational activity in accordance with excellence
is, namely, a kind of prudential justification: it must be possible to
demonstrate, to a person who is wondering what sort of life to lead,
that Aristotle’s own recipe marks out the kind of life that is in fact
most desirable for a human being.

If someone supposes that Aristotle undertakes this commitment,
he will naturally suspect that there is more to the ergon argument
than §10 allowed. A natural speculation will be that the argument is
meant to bring the investigation of human nature to bear on the
specification of the good life, by way of the thesis that a specification
of the ergon of F’s is derivable from an account of the nature of F’s.
With this speculation, the ergon argument is conceived as a promis-
sory note for something much more elaborate, in which the claim
that Aristotle’s own recipe marks out the most desirable life for a
human being would be grounded in some prior doctrine about
human nature.

12. This protest begins with something indisputable: the concept of
eudaimonia is in some sense a prudential concept. When Aristotle
says that activity in accordance with excellence is eudaimonia, what
he says can be paraphrased as the claim that two prima facie differ-
ent interpretations of phrases like “doing well” coincide in their ex-
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tension: doing well (sc. in accordance with excellence: living as a
good man would) is doing well (sc. as one would wish: living in
one’s best interest). But we need to ask which way round this equa-
tion is to be understood.

If, as in the protest, the prudential nature of the concept of eudai-
monia is taken to show that that concept yields something like a de-
cision procedure for disputes like the one I described in §8, then we
have to suppose that we are meant to make our way into the equa-
tion at the right-hand side. The requisite idea of the most desirable
life must involve canons of desirability acceptable to all parties in the
disputes, and intelligible, in advance of adopting one of the disputed
theses, to someone wondering what sort of life he should lead. Such
prior and independent canons of desirability would presumably need
to be constructed somehow out of the content of desires any human
being can be expected to have: thus, desires conceived as manifesta-
tions of a fairly stable and universal human nature, susceptible of in-
vestigation independently of adopting one of the disputed theses
about eudaimonia.”’

If someone demands that the exercise of moral excellences must be
shown to make up a life that is maximally desirable, and his canons
of desirability are of that independent sort, then he risks being ac-
cused of missing the point of moral thought; that the demand is a
mistake is a well-known doctrine of H. A. Prichard.?’ Commentators
who take Aristotle’s equation this way round sometimes acquit him
of this charge by alleging that his conception of the left-hand side of
the equation is shaped precisely so as to make the equation come out
true. Thus: Aristotle’s admiration for what he regards as human ex-
cellence is not moral admiration, in the (it is alleged) peculiarly mod-
ern sense that makes Prichard’s thesis plausible; what it is to be an
excellence, in the sense in which that notion figures on the left-hand
side of Aristotle’s equation, is to be explained precisely in terms of
the role played by states of character in enabling their possessors to
secure for themselves maximally desirable lives.!

19. Compare, e.g., Cooper, pp. 120-1.

20. “Does Moral Philosophy Rest on a Mistake?”.

21. See Kathleen V. Wilkes, “The Good Man and the Good for Man in Aristotle’s
Ethics”; also Cooper, pp. 125 and ff. (and, for a remark about the modernity of the con-
cept of morality, p. 77, n. 104). This view of the appropriate concept of excellence per-
vades Terence Irwin’s account of Socratic and Platonic ethics, in Plato’s Moral Theory.
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But this seems unsatisfactory. Certainly Aristotle’s list of excel-
lences of character includes states that it is difficult to believe anyone
could find morally admirable; since he sees no noteworthy difference
of kind among those excellences, it is plausible to conclude that he
lacks our concept of moral appraisal as a distinctive mode of ap-
praisal, to be contrasted, say, with aesthetic appraisal. But from the
thesis that he lacks the conceptual equipment required to see it this
way, it does not follow that, in the case of those of the excellences he
recognizes that we can make sense of someone’s morally admiring,
his admiration for them cannot be classified by us as moral admira-
tion; and if it can, then in respect of those excellences Prichard’s ob-
jection tells against the equation, on the present interpretation, to ex-
actly the extent to which it would have told if “excellence” on the
left-hand side had been explicitly announced as a moral term. More-
over, if Prichard’s thesis is plausible about the specifically moral di-
mension of thought, then it seems equally plausible about the not
specifically moral (perhaps undifferentiatedly moral-cum-aesthetic)
kind of appraisal apparently effected by the concept that unifies Aris-
totle’s admiration for his excellences of character, namely, the con-
cept of the fine or noble (to kalon: see, e.g., 1115b11-13;
1120a23-24; 1122b6-7). The attempt to disarm Prichard’s objec-
tion Zgn the score of anachronism is, to say the least, not unproblem-
atic.

13. However, the equation can also be understood the other way
round. If our way into it is meant to be at the left-hand side, then the
point is this: if someone really embraces a specific conception of
human excellence, however grounded, then that will of itself equip
him to understand special employments of the typical notions of
“prudential” reasoning—the notions of benefit, advantage, harm,

22. Wilkes combines this attempt with the claim that Aristotle’s thesis, as she inter-
prets it, is “exciting and intellectually satisfying” (p. 571). But if, for better or worse, we
are stuck with a notion of morality about which Prichard’s doctrine is true (as I believe we
are), the thesis cannot be intellectually satisfying to us. Wilkes’s enthusiasm is unjustified
unless Prichard is wrong about our notion of morality; and if he is (which she does noth-
ing to show), then she did not need to make so much of the claim that Aristotle lacks that
notion.
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loss, and so forth—according to which (for instance) no payoff from
flouting a requirement of excellence, however desirable by the sorts
of canons that I considered in §12, can count as a genuine advan-
tage; and, conversely, no sacrifice necessitated by the life of excel-
lence, however desirable what one misses may be by those sorts of
canons, can count as a genuine loss.?

Consider, for example, a specific conception of excellence that in-
cludes some form of temperance. The exercise of temperance will on
occasion require sacrificing the opportunity of some otherwise at-
tractive gratification of appetite. According to the way of employing
the prudential notions that is appropriate to the position I consid-
ered in §12, that means that to live the life of excellence will be, on
such an occasion, to incur a loss; and Aristotle’s equation, on the in-
terpretation I considered in §12, could be maintained in the face of
such occasions only by claiming that acting temperately would in-
volve a gain (in terms of the independent standards of gain and loss
appropriate to the position of §12) sufficient to outweigh that loss.
In suitably described cases any such claim would be implausible to
the point of being fantastic. On the different interpretation of the
equation that I am considering now, the thesis is not that the missed
chance of pleasure is an admitted loss, compensated for, however, by
a counterbalancing gain; but, rather, that in the circumstances (viz.,
circumstances in which the missed pleasure would involve flouting a
requirement of excellence) missing the pleasure is no loss at all.

How this derivative employment of the “prudential” notions
comes about can be explained as follows. To embrace a specific con-
ception of eudaimonia is to see the relevant reasons for acting, on
occasions when they coexist with considerations that on their own
would be reasons for acting otherwise, as, not overriding, but silenc-
ing those other considerations—as bringing it about that, in the cir-
cumstances, they are not reasons at all. Now for any way of employ-
ing the notion of a reason, we can make sense of a derivative way of
employing the “prudential” notions, controlled by such formal inter-
definitions as that a benefit is what one has reason to pursue and a
harm is what one has reason to avoid. In the case considered in the

23. See D. Z. Phillips, “Does it Pay to be Good?”; and D. Z. Phillips and H. O.
Mounce, “On Morality’s Having a Point”.
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last paragraph, even though the attractiveness of the missed pleasure
would have been a reason to pursue it if one could have done so
without flouting a requirement of excellence, nevertheless in the cir-
cumstances that reason is silenced. And if one misses something that
one had no reason to pursue, that is no loss.**

There seems to be no obstacle to allowing this derivative employ-
ment of the “prudential” concepts to occur side by side with a more
ordinary employment—except that there is a risk of confusing them.
If we take seriously Aristotle’s contention that a person’s eudaimonia
is his own doing, not conferred by fate or other people,” but also try
to make room for his common-sense inclination to say (e.g.
1099a31-68) that external goods make a life more satisfactory, we
are in any case required to distinguish, on his behalf, two measures

of desirability or satisfactoriness: one according to which a life of ex-

ercises of excellence, being—as eudaimonia is—self-sufficient
(1097b6-21), can contain no ground for regret in spite of great ill
fortune;*® and one according to which such a life would have been
better if the fates had been kinder. The derivative employment of the
“prudential” notions yields the former measure; and the strains in
Aristotle’s treatment of the relation between eudaimonia and exter-
nal goods can be plausibly explained in terms of an intelligible ten-
dency to slide between the derivative employment and a more ordi-
nary conception of prudence.

With the equation understood this way round, it is because a cer-

24. 1 exploit the idea of silencing, in order to interpret Aristotle’s distinction between
virtue and continence, in Essay 4 below. The idea will seem unintelligible if one finds the
following assumption plausible: if a certain general consideration (e.g., that something
would be pleasant) is ever a reason for acting in a certain way, then it can be rational to
act otherwise, on an occasion on which that consideration is known to obtain, only if the
agent has weighed that reason against a reason for acting otherwise and found it out-
weighed. But we should not simply assume that the philosophical framework that makes
that assumption plausible is shared by Aristotle; see §14 below.

25. See Cooper, pp. 123—4, and the Aristotelian texts he cites there.

26. Compare 1100b33-1101a8. Commentators who interpret the passage about self-
sufficiency in terms of W. F. R. Hardie’s notion of an inclusive, as opposed to dominant,
end (see “The Final Good in Aristotle’s Ethics”) tend not to notice, or sufficiently empha-
size, the constraints that Aristotle’s doctrine that eudaimonia is one’s own doing places on
the interpretation of the claim that it is “that which when isolated makes life desirable and
lacking in nothing” (1097b14-16). Kenny’s construal (p. 31) has more to be said for it
than Ackrill (§V) allows; though I do not think the upshot is felicitously expressed in
terms of the notion of a dominant end either.
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tain life is a life of exercises of human excellence, or, equivalently,
because it is a life of doing what it is the business of a human being
to do, that that life is in the relevant sense the most satisfying life
possible for its subject, circumstanced at each point as he is. How
one might argue that this or that is what it is the business of a
human being to do is left open. It does not have to be by showing
that a life of such doings maximizes the satisfaction of some set of
“normal” or “natural” desires, whose role in the argument would
need to be justified by a prior theory of human nature.

We may still find an intelligible place, in the different position I
am considering, for some such idea as this: the life of exercises of ex-
cellence is the life that most fully actualizes the potentialities that
constitute human nature. But the point will be that the thesis—justi-
fied in the appropriate way, whatever that is—that this or that is
what it is the business of a human being to do can be reformulated,
with an intelligibly “value-loaded” use of “human nature”, as the
thesis that this or that is most in keeping with human nature; not
that the justification of the thesis about the business of a human
being is to be found in an independent, “value-free” investigation of
human nature.

Such an explicit mention of human nature would be a sort of
rhetorical flourish, added to a conclusion already complete without
it. It is arguable, however, that human nature itself is more impor-
tantly involved in disputes like the one I described in §8. The sugges-
tion would be that it is our common human nature that limits what
we can find intelligible in the way of theses about how human beings
should conduct their lives, and underlies such possibilities as there
are of resolving such disputes, or at least of stably adopting one of
the competing positions for oneself in a reflective way (aware that
there are others). I do not intend to discuss these very difficult issues
here. What I want to emphasize is that if, according to the position I
have considered in this section, human nature is involved in this sort
of way, then what it has is what David Wiggins calls “a causal and
enabling role”; not the “unconvincing speaking part” that it would
need to be credited with in the position I considered in §12.%

27. See “Truth, Invention, and the Meaning of Life”, p. 134. I have borrowed Wig-
gins’s phrase; but when he accuses “Aristotelian Eudaemonism” of assigning human na-
ture an “unconvincing speaking part”, he does not have in mind the interpretation of Aris-



20 GREEK ETHICS

14. The price of supposing that Aristotle’s equation is to be under-
stood as in §13 rather than as in §12 would be to deprive him of
what, in §12, looked like a sketch of a decision procedure for dis-
putes like the one I described in §8, and hence a programme for a
justification for his own substantive view of eudaimonia. But how
high a price is that?

It is not obvious that Aristotle has any pedagogic purposes that re-
quire him to sketch a decision procedure for disputes like the one I
described in §8; for he carefully stipulates (1095b4-6) that he is not
addressing people like the antimoralist Y.

It would be rash to suggest that there are no difficulties about
making the position of §13 cohere with everything Aristotle wrote.?®
But I believe the main reason why commentators tend to take for
granted the interpretation I considered in §12, in spite of the philo-
sophical difficulties it involves, is not textual but philosophical. A
position on the lines of §12 strikes them as so obviously what Aris-
totle needs that charity demands ascribing it to him; or they assume
a philosophical framework within which the possibility of a position
like that of §13 is not so much as visible.?’

totle that I consider in §12. (If Wiggins were interpreting Aristotle on those lines, then I
would be about to suggest, in §14 below, that he is reading Aristotle in the distorting
framework of a Humean view about practical reason. But the rest of his lecture makes it
obvious that Wiggins is not liable to such a temptation.) What Wiggins has in mind is a
position in which, while the investigation of human nature is not conceived as prior to the
specification of eudaimonia, claims about human nature are nevertheless thought capable
of exerting some leverage in justifying candidate specifications. For my part, I would be in-
clined to view such a position (which I believe might meet with Aristotle’s approval) as a
response to the following fact (which is insufficiently recognized in the penultimate para-
graph of §13): the concept of human nature constitutes a natural focus for the rhetoric
with which one might naturally try to recommend a particular conception of eudaimonia.
(There is very nearly an example of this in my gloss, in §10 above, on Aristotle’s exclusion
of the brutish life.) If crediting this sort of speaking part to human nature is combined
with a clear recognition that there is no question of an appeal to truths that can be estab-
lished independently of disputation about eudaimonia (that the leverage is not Archi-
medean), the position strikes me as innocuous. The speaking part need not be unconvinc-
ing; that depends on the quality of the rhetoric.

28. In particular, something needs to be said (but not here) about the “first principles”
or “starting points” of 1095a30-b13.

29. Cooper (p. 120) briefly considers something like the leading idea of that position,
but he dismisses it as “trivial”. (Similarly, discussing Plato, Irwin, Plato’s Moral Theory,
pp. 9-10.) This complaint seems to issue from the philosophical framework I am about to
describe.
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Such a framework would be one within which it seems obvious
that if disputes like the one I described in §8 are to be recognizable
as genuine disputes, then it must be possible in principle to resolve
them by means of the sort of external decision procedure, indepen-
dent of any one of the disputed theses, that the position of §12 envis-
ages. Now that might be represented as an application of a quite
general claim, to the effect that where there is a real question, there
is a method for answering it. In that case discussion would need to
focus on the question whether what truth there is in the general
claim really does justify, in the case of disputes like the one I de-
scribed in §8, the demand for an external decision procedure. But
the philosophical framework I have in mind purports to justify that
demand directly, by way of the Humean thesis that a genuine reason
for acting owes its rational cogency ultimately to the fact that the ac-
tion for which it is a reason will satisfy an unmotivated desire—a de-
sire that the agent just has, without having any reason for it.3° Given
that thesis, an account of practical rationality—of the reasons to
which we should conform our lives—cannot but be on the lines of
the position of §12: that is, in terms of the maximizing of some bun-
dle of goods recognizable as such from outside any of the disputed
positions about excellence. And the idea that there is an objective
topic for disputes about how a human being should live must needs
be anchored, as in the position of §12, in a conception of human na-
ture as a subject for prior investigation.

Prima facie conflicts arise in the application of an individual’s con-
ception of excellence, and this may seem similarly to necessitate a
view of rationality as involving the maximizing of independently re-
cognizable goods. For if there is no externally applicable method of
resolution, does not the conception of excellence collapse, in virtue
of the conflicts, into a mere random heap of intuitions?*! The same
philosophical framework is operative here. A possibility not being
contemplated—rendered invisible by the subjectivism about reasons
for acting that the Humean thesis seems to entail—is this. A coherent
conception of excellence locates its possessor in what is, for him at

30. David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature 2.3.3. {Of course Hume does not ex-
press the thesis in terms of reasons for acting.) The distinction between motivated and un-
motivated desires is drawn in chap. S of Thomas Nagel, The Possibility of Altruism.

31. See Cooper, pp. 95-6 (similarly Irwin, pp. 264-5).
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least, a world of particular facts, which are often difficult to make
out. Faced with a prima facie conflict, one has to determine how
things really are, in the relevant corner of the world that one’s con-
ception of excellence makes more or less dimly present to one. What
makes it the case that the conception of excellence is a unity, in so
far as it is one, is not that prima facie conflicts are resolved by asking
what will maximize some independently recognizable goods but that
the results of those efforts at discernment tend to hang together, in
the way that particular facts hang together to constitute a world.*? '

This is not the place to mount an attack on the Humean thesis
about reasons. But whatever one’s attitude to that thesis, one ought
to be able to see that it would be a pity if commentators allowed
their acceptance of it to blind them to this possibility: Aristotle may
simply not be moving within the framework it characterizes. Of
course such blindness will seem more deplorable to those who would
like to regard Aristotle as an ally in their opposition to the Humean
cast of thought.

32. The Humean thesis about reasons, suggesting as it does a quasi-hydraulic model of
their cogency, underlies the assumption that I mentioned in n. 24 above.

ESSAY 2

Some Issues in Aristotle’s
Moral Psychology’

1. Action that displays the ethical character of its agent does so by
virtue of the purposiveness that is operative in it. (See Nicomachean
Ethics—henceforth NE—1111b5-6.)

The category of purposive behaviour, behaviour that can be ex-
plained by giving its end, extends to brutes as well as human beings.
But human beings are special among animals in having a capacity for
articulable thought. Purposive behaviour in brutes is an immediate
response to an opportunity for gratification of non-rational motiva-
tional impulses; its explanation draws only on those impulses and
unconceptualized perception. The peculiarly human capacity for
thought allows for purposiveness without that immediacy; thought
can mediate gaps between project and execution. Thought that
bridges such gaps is what Aristotle calls “bouleusis” (“delibera-
tion”): see NE 3.3.

Deliberation as Aristotle discusses it seems to be a process of
thinking engaged in before acting, in terms of which we could under-
stand the action that ensues. But we can sometimes make sense of
human behaviour in an importantly similar way, even though the
agent did not actually deliberate. The form of deliberation is a form
into which we can cast an explanation by reasons, and such an ex-
planation can be appropriate for actions that did not issue from

1. This paper is a descendant of a talk I gave to a National Endowment for the Hu-
manities summer school on Aristotle in 1988; I am grateful to participants for helpful re-
sponses. Some of the material appears, in a slightly different form, in my paper, “Com-
ments on T. H. Irwin’s ‘Some Rational Aspects of Incontinence’”.



24 GREEK ETHICS

prior deliberation. And it is the nature of an age.nt’s reasons, whether
explicitly thought through or not, that reveal his ethical cha‘racter.' It
seems best to give Aristotle a pinch of salt on this: to take it, for in-
stance, that when he suggests choice (probairesis) is the upshot of
prior deliberation (NE 1112a15), his point is really that the concep-
tual structure that is characteristic of deliberation figures in the
proper explanation of the relevant actions, whether or not prior de-
liberation takes place.’

2. The most straightforwardly intelligible application for thg idea.of
a gap between end and behaviour, to be bridged by deliberative
thought, is to cases in which the end sought is instrumentally remote
from the agent’s immediate behavioural possibilities. In such a case,
there is no problem about what it would be for the end to have l.)een
achieved (for instance, for the agent to possess a winter covering).
But the end as posited does not select from among the things the
agent can do here and now, so the motivating power of the. end gets
no grip, so far, on the agent’s behavioural predicament. Deliberation
overcomes this kind of remoteness of the end from the predicament
by finding a means, which it is within the agent’s present power to
realize; perhaps step-wise, by finding intermediate means so as to
bring the project successively closer to something the agent can sim-
ply set about doing.

If behaviour-directed thought is to be recognizable as thought at
all, an exercise of the intellect, there must be room for the ngtion of
getting things right. With instrumental deliberation, this requirement
is comparatively easy to satisfy. This kind of deliberation is not
called on to establish that the posited end is worthy of pursuit; we
can take that as given from outside the deliberation itself. (See NE
1112b11-16.) Assuming the end, we can satisfyingly base the notion
of deliberative correctness on the notion of reliable efficacy.’ (Not
“reduce to”, because there are other desiderata that bear on the deci-
sion what to do: see NE 1112b16-17. But efficacy must be central.)
This does not require us to countenance an excellence in thought

2. See John M. Cooper, Reason and Human Good in Aristotle, pp. 5-10.

3. Notice that the fact that the goal is achieved does not suffice for deliberation to have
been well done; success may be due to luck. It has to be that the achievement of the goal
could reasonably be expected.
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that is in any real sense distinctively practical; the ideal for this kind
of deliberation is to apply, in the pursuit of given ends, knowledge

that is in itself theoretical, about what can be relied on to bring
about what.

3. But this is only part of the story about how behaviour can mani-
fest the distinctively human kind of purposiveness.

When behaviour is intelligible in terms of an instrumentally delib-
erative structure, the end in view is external to what is done; it will
be brought about by what is done, if all goes well. But one of Aristo-
tle’s conditions for action to manifest ethical character (virtue in par-
ticular, if the character is as it should be) is that the action under-
taken be chosen for its own sake (see NE 1105a31-2 for the case of
virtue). If choice here retains its usual link with deliberation, there
must be a non-instrumental kind of deliberative structure.

It can seem difficult to fit this requirement into Aristotle’s scheme.
He says of choice (probhairesis), as of deliberation, that it fixes on
means to ends (as the most familiar translation has it): NE

- 1111b26-7, 1112b11-12. How can something chosen as a means be

chosen for its own sake?*

But this difficulty is only a creature of the translation. Aristotle’s
Greek distinguishes ends from “things towards” ends; and “to-
wards” (“pros”) expresses just what is expressed elsewhere by “for
the sake of” or “with a view to” (“hina” or “beneka”). Now in the
very first chapter of NE (1094a3-5), Aristotle has equipped himself
with the point that what some activity is undertaken for the sake of
can be either something separate from the activity, a product, or the
activity itself.> Some commentators have made heavy weather of the
idea of an activity as its own end, but the basic point is straightfor-
ward. Answering the question “For the sake of what?” makes sense

4. “Means” is the translation of Sir David Ross, The Nicomachean Ethics of Aristotle.

5. This distinction is related to the distinction between production (poiésis) and action
{in a strict sense: praxis), for which see NE 1140b6-7, 1139b1—4. But the distinctions do
not seem to be exactly the same: it seems plausible that an activity can be undertaken for
its own sake (e.g., for the fun of it) without being undertaken for the sake of doing well
(eupraxia), which seems to be the mark of praxis. “For the sake of doing well” restricts us
to reasons for acting that draw on a conception of human excellence; this is the point of
the “function” argument in EN 1.7. (See Essay 1 above; for a contrasting view, see Troels
Engberg-Pedersen, Aristotle’s Theory of Moral Insight.)
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of behaviour by revealing how it strikes the agent as wortl} under-
taking; and an intrinsic characterization of an activity, not in terms
of an external product, can reveal the worthwhileness the agent sees
in it.

The choices that display character are choices for the §ake qf
doing well (eu prattein, which according to NE 1095218-20 is pl:.m-
tudinously equivalent to eudaimonein: that is the verb corresppndmg
to the noun “eudaimonia”, standardly translated “happiness”).
These choices reveal character because they display in practice Fhe
agent’s conception of how a human being should conduct his life.
The fact that these choices are for the sake of doing well ensures that
they conform to the general claim about choice, that what is cho§en
is chosen “towards” an end. But in these cases an agent’s choosing
his action for the sake of doing well is his choosing it as a case of
doing well. If he is right, what he does (say facing the enemy at just
this juncture of the battle) is what doing well, here and now, is;
doing well is not something external to what he does, to .be brought
about by it. And this secures conformity to the other claim, that ac-
tions that reveal character are chosen for their own sake: they are
chosen under intrinsic specifications that reveal them as worth en-
gaging in, in the specific way signalled by “doing well”.

4. This brings into view a different application for the idea qf a gap
that thought can bridge between end and action. Now the situation
is not, as before, that it is clear what it would be for the end to h_ave
been attained, but deliberation is required to select a means of bring-
ing that about. The initial remoteness of end from action is now, as
we can put it, specificatory: to say that the end is doing well singles
out nothing the agent can here and now undertake, because the
question is what doing well here and now would be. .

What shape does thought directed at this sort of question take?
And what is the content, here, of the idea of getting things right?

Many commentators respond to such questions by equipping Aris-
totle with a kind of practical thinking that applies rules to cases.”

6. Or “promoted™ by it; Irwin’s substitute for the Ross rendering, in his translation of
NE, does not fit the bill. See my “Comments on T. H. Irwin, ‘Some Rational Aspects of In-
continence’”, pp. 90-1. . .

7. The locus classicus for this idea is probably D. J. Allan, “The Practical Syllogism”.
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The idea is that a conception of doing well (the virtuous person’s
correct conception among others) can be spelled out as a set of rules
of conduct, presumably in some such form as this: “In such-and-such
conditions, one should do such-and-such (doing such-and-such is
what doing well is).” The answer to our first question is: this kind of
practical thinking is applying such rules when one recognizes that
the specified conditions obtain.

If we had a set of rules of this kind, there would be no problem
about what it would be to apply them correctly, as it were by their
own lights; that would be a matter of deduction. So if there is any-
thing interesting about the second question, it directs us to the ques-
tion what it is for the rules to be the right ones; and this picture en-
courages the idea, to which we shall return, that the practical

intellect must determine the content of the correct conception of liv-
ing well.8

5. There are two connected difficulties about this “rule”-“case” pic-

ture, as an account of the non-instrumental kind of deliberative
structure that Aristotle must have in mind.

First, to have the required deductive powers, the rules would need
to be formulable in universal terms, with all conditions made ex-
plicit. But Aristotle repeatedly insists, surely with great plausibility,
that we should not look for this kind of universal truth in ethics.
(See, for instance, NE 1094b11-27, 1109b12-23; there are many
similar passages.)’

Second, this reading cannot make sense of Aristotle’s claim that
practical wisdom (phronésis), the intellectual excellence operative in

My remarks at the end of §3 already commit me to allowing room for the notion of a case
or instance: I said that the virtuous person chooses an action as a case of doing well. But
the idea of “rule”-“case” practical thinking goes beyond that: it is meant to yield an an-
swer to the question how the choice locates its object.

8. See Allan, “Aristotle’s Account of the Origin of Moral Principles”.

9. Aristotle does seem (reasonably enough) to envisage universal prohibitions on, for
instance, adultery or murder (see NE 1107a9-12). The point is, as he makes clear, that
badness is part of the very idea of such actions. If we formulated universal rules in such
terms, the sort of specificatory problem that “rule”-“case” thinking is supposed to address
would show up, on occasion, in the form of questions about the' applicability of the key
terms in the rules. In any case, it is hardly plausible that a conception of how a human
being should live could be fully captured in terms of these universal prohibitions.
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behaviour that manifests good character, is a perceptual capacity.
(See NE 1142a23-30, 1143a5-b5.) In the “rule”-“case” picture, the
most obvious role for perception is to contribute awareness that cer-
tain conditions, which are in fact the conditions specified in a rule,
are satisfied.!® That kind of awareness is presumably available to
anyone. It is hard to see why perception, so understood, should seem
distinctive of someone whose practical intellect is as it should be. On
this picture, the proper state of the practical intellect should consist,
rather, in having the right universal principles.!!

We need a non-instrumental kind of deliberative structure in order
to make sense of action that puts into practice an agent’s conception
of doing well, which is correct if his character is virtuous. Aristotle’s
scepticism about universal ethical truth implies that the content of
the conception a virtuous person acts out cannot be formulated, in
such a way that its application can be expressed in the “rule”-“case”
form.!? And the appeal to a notion of perception makes perfect sense
as, precisely, a response to that impossibility.

The picture we need (applied to the case of virtue in particular) is
on these lines.!* Having the right conception of the end is, at least, a
state of one’s motivational propensities. It involves having a number
of concerns: that is, motivational susceptibilities, for instance to op-

10. This is the role credited to perception on Aristotle’s behalf by Irwin, “Some Ratio-
nal Aspects of Incontinence”; see especially p. 65.

11. Cooper, Reason and Human Good in Aristotle, pp. 39-45, offers a different read-
ing of Aristotle’s appeal to perception, which seems unsatisfactory in a similar way.
Cooper suggests Aristotle is alluding (in 1143a5-b5) to the capacity to recognize kinds of
objects (and so forth) that is necessary if one is to be able to put into practice a course of
action hit on by prior deliberation, and (in 1142a23-30) to the capacity to tell that delib-
eration has been taken as far as it needs to be, that is, to an action-specification that the
agent can immediately put into practice. That the action-specification arrived at specifies
the right action, from among those that are feasible here and now, is taken care of by the
deliberation’s being done correctly, which Cooper evidently conceives as a separate mat-
ter. But affirming the perceptual character of the capacity in question, as Aristotle does at
NE 1142a23-30, seems more naturally taken as a way of claiming that the capacity yields
right answers (compare 1109b23), not just that it recognizes when a procedure that is any-
way such as to yield right answers has been taken far enough.

12. Of course Aristotle himself undertakes what is, in one sense, a formulation of the
content of the conception of doing well he himself endorses, when he gives his character
sketches of the possessors of the various virtues in books 3 to 5 of NE. But one could not
extract rules, such as the “rule”-“case” picture requires, from those passages.

13. What follows is, in its essentials, the account offered by David Wiggins, “Delibera-
tion and Practical Reason”.
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portunities to help others. Now it may be that more than one such
concern is potentially appealed to by features of a situation one finds
oneself in. One response to this is to credit Aristotle with “ordering
principles”, whose effect is to rank the concerns in urgency, perhaps
relatively to features of situations.!* But this is just a version of the
“rule”-“case” picture; it flies in the face of Aristotle’s scepticism
about the codifiability of virtuous action. In Aristotle’s picture, a
correct conception of how one should live does not yield a method
for determining which concern one should act on. Nevertheless, one
rather than another of the potentially practically relevant features of
the situation would strike a virtuous person, and rightly so, as
salient, as what matters about the situation. If there were “ordering
principles”, they would yield an argument that what appeals to one
rather than another of the concerns is what matters about the situa-
tion. In the absence of such an argument, it comes naturally to say
“You have to see it”, with the perceptual concept marking a point at
which discursive justifications have run out (compare NE 1143b1).
We can capture this picture in terms of the “practical syllogism”.!
What is yielded by the perceptual capacity Aristotle appeals to? Not
awareness of the truth of the minor premise (which is presumably af-
forded by ordinary cognitive capacities), but its selection from
among other features of the situation as minor premise: as what mat-
ters about the situation. The De Motu Animalium (701a9 ff.) distin-
guishes premises of the good and premises of the possible. In those
terms, the premise of the good in the cases we are considering is the
content of the correct conception of doing well (compare NE
1144a31-3). If someone gets things right in the kind of practical
thought we are considering, what happens is that one feature of the
situation rather than another (say, that a friend is in trouble rather
than that one has a professional obligation to be elsewhere) comes to
serve as premise of the possible, that is, as pointing to something
that can be done to gratify the orectic or desiderative state whose

14. See, for instance, Cooper, Reason and Human Good in Aristotle, p. 97.

15. I use this phrase as orthodox commentators do, to label a structure, parallel in
some respects to the structure of a certain sort of theoretical argument, that can be used to
characterize cases of deliberation or practical reasoning, or the deliberative shape in which
an agent’s reasons for action can be organized even if no deliberative process entered into
the generation of his action. For an unorthodox account of the notion, see Cooper, Rea-
son and Human Good in Aristotle, pp. 24-46.
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content is the premise of the good.!® We have here a recognizable
version of the structure indicated by the terms “premise of the good”
and “premise of the possible”. We can make sense of a piece of be-
haviour, in this case in a way that involves understanding the fact
that the agent identifies behaving in that way as what doing well
amounts to in the circumstances in which he finds himself, in terms
of the interaction between, on the one side, an orectic state and, on
the other, a doxastic state that registers the feasibility of a specific
gratification of the orectic state.

6. We can see the orectic state and the doxastic state as interlocking
elements in a mechanism, like the ball and socket of a joint. But the
capacity that determines which of the potentially motivating features
of the situation is to serve as premise of the possible cannot be sepa-
rated from the orectic state whose content constitutes the premise of
the good. Having the right end is not a mere aggregate of concerns; it
requires the capacity to know which should be acted on when. If
that capacity cannot be identified with acceptance of a set of rules,
there is really nothing for it to be except the capacity to get things
right occasion by occasion: that is, the perceptual capacity that de-
termines which feature of the situation should engage a standing
concern. So the premise of the good, and the selection of the right
feature of the situation to serve as premise of the possible, corre-
spond to a single fact about the agent, which we can view indiffer-
ently as an orectic state or as a cognitive capacity. This explains how
Aristotle can equate practical wisdom both with the perceptual ca-
pacity (NE 1142a23-30) and with a true conception of the end (NE
1142b33). It is not just that he credits each of these to the practically
wise person, as if they might be independent attributes of him; he
says of each that it is what practical wisdom is.

This double aspect of practical wisdom, as correctness of motiva-
tional orientation and as cognitive capacity, is something Aristotle
risks obscuring in passages like NE 1144a7-9, where he says that
“virtue makes the goal right, practical wisdom the things with a view
to the goal”. (There are similar remarks at 1144a20-2 and

16. 1 presuppose the reading of the passage from the De Motu Animalium given by
Wiggins, “Deliberation and Practical Reason”.
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1145a3-6.) This claim might seem to represent having the right goal,
which is, presumably, having one’s desiderative element (one’s orek-
tikon) as it should be, as one thing, and practical wisdom as quite
another; as if practical wisdom, the intellectual excellence operative
in virtuous behaviour, serves merely as handmaiden to a separate
motivational propensity, which exerts its influence from outside the
intellect.

There is an exegetical tradition, not nowadays widely in favour,
that reads these passages on such lines. On this interpretation, Aris-
totle’s view is quasi-Humean: the relevant intellectual excellence is
the slave, not indeed of the passions, but at any rate of a non-intel-
lectual motivational directedness.!”

Much modern discussion has been shaped by a recoil from this
quasi-Humean interpretation. The recoil is surely right, but we need
to be careful about where it places us. One common result is taking
Aristotle to hold that it must be the intellect that determines the con-
tent of the virtuous person’s correct conception of the end. This re-
quires that we discount, with more or less embarrassment, passages
such as the one I have just cited (NE 1144a7-9), or that we read
them, with more or less strain, in such a way as to soften the con-
trast they seem to draw between the roles of practical wisdom and
virtue.!

But we can avoid the quasi-Humean reading while taking NE
1144a7-9 fully at its word. The point of the contrast is this: what
determines the content of a virtuous person’s correct conception of
the end is not an exercise of the practical intellect, but rather the
moulding of his motivational propensities in upbringing, which is de-
scribed in book 2 of NE as instilling virtue of character. This need
not be a quasi-Humean thought, because there is no reason why a

17. On the usual reading, NE 1142b33 says that practical wisdom is a true conception
of the end; that would be inconsistent with representing the proper motivational orienta-
tion as simply separate from anything intellectual. The quasi-Humean interpretation gives
the relative pronoun, in “of which practical wisdom is a true conception”, a different an-
tecedent, making the passage identify practical wisdom with a true conception not of the
end but of what is conducive towards it.

18. See, for example, Irwin, “First Principles in Aristotle’s Ethics”, p. 268. Irwin sug-
gests that “virtue’s grasp of the goal” is itself dictated by a prior exercise of practical wis-
dom. This ignores the clear implication, from the contrastive structure of 1144a7-9, that
what makes the goal the right one is virtue as opposed to practical wisdom.
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state whose content is so determined cannot be an intellectual excel-
lence. The claim is that it is not practical wisdom that makes it the
case that the goal is the right one. This leaves intact the thesis that
having the right goal, being, as it is, inseparable from the ability to
know what is to be done occasion by occasion, is what practical wis-
dom is. (Recall the double aspect of practical wisdom.) Having the
right motivational orientation can be something other than a prod-
uct of argument (or intellectual intuition), without any implication
that it is extra-intellectual, something that directs the practical appli-
cation of the intellect from outside.

7. Commentators sometimes suggest that if we take such a passage
as NE 1144a7-9 at face value, we restrict the practical intellect to a
merely instrumental role. But that is simply wrong. The claim is that
the content of a virtuous person’s correct conception of the end is
determined by upbringing, not by an exercise of the intellect; this
makes no difference to the fact that a virtuous person confronts
practical questions of the form “What does doing well here and now
amount to?” The deliberation such a question calls for is precisely
not instrumental deliberation; instrumental deliberation looks for
how to bring about an end where what counts as its having been
brought about is not part of the problem.

We should distinguish two possible kinds of practical thought,
both of which can be seen as responding to questions of that specifi-
catory type. One kind would confer determinate general content on
an end hitherto adopted only under a quite indeterminate specifica-
tion like “doing well”; this kind of deliberation would work towards
a blueprint for the sort of life a human being should lead, perhaps by
reflectively identifying components of a good life and working out
principles for their combination. The other would be aimed not at
forming a general conception of the end, but at putting one into
practice in specific circumstances. If the content of a general concep-
tion of the end cannot be formulated in rules, applying it to particu-
lar predicaments is not a straightforward matter. No doubt we can-
not always sharply distinguish between shaping part of the general
content of a conception of the end and discerning what an already
held conception of the end requires of one in a given predicament.
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But that is not to say that we should always gravitate to the former
description.

The second of these conceptions of specificatory practical thought
is enough to make room for a non-instrumental kind of practical
thinking. Commentators have almost universally found in Aristotle a
concern with the first; but I do not believe this has any textual basis,
and I think it reflects saddling Aristotle with alien, and dubious,
philosophical aspirations.

We should discount the possibly confusing effects of using the ex-
pression “determinate end” for the kind of end whose pursuit calls
for instrumental deliberation.?’ The point of the expression is that
instrumental deliberation does not have to address the question what
it would be for the end to have been achieved. That contrasts with
deliberation needed to determine what it would be to achieve the
end. Now this description fits occasions for the second kind of speci-
ficatory deliberation that I distinguished above, no less than occa-
sions for the first. But the corresponding label, “indeterminate end”,
tends to restrict attention to the first: to cases where what still needs
to be determined is the general content of the end, so that delibera-
tion is towards a general blueprint for a life rather than towards a
specification of what to do here and now.

8. There is a philosophical motivation for the style of reading I am
disputing, in which what determines the content of a virtuous per-
son’s conception of the end is an exercise of the intellect.

The thought is this. If the shape of one’s conception of the end is
the upshot of upbringing, as opposed to an exercise of one’s intellec-
tual powers, then one’s having one rather than another conception

19. This is why, in discussing the two sorts of application for phrases like “for thg sake
of”, I did not follow the usual practice of distinguishing instrumental from constituent
means (derived from L. H. G. Greenwood, Aristotle: Nicomachean Ethics Book VI,
pp. 46-7). That terminology does not discriminate between thought that concludes, say,
that satisfactory social relations are a component of the good life, and thought that con-
cludes, say, that facing the enemy is what doing well is here and now. It is the latter,‘ not
the former, that exemplifies the “for the sake of” relation I believe we need to consider;
the constituents of doing well, in the relevant sense, are not components in a general blue-
print for a life but particular actions. But when commentators talk of constituent means
they almost always have in mind the former rather than the latter.

20. I believe this use derives from Irwin, Plato’s Moral Theory.
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of the end is (merely) a non-rationally moulded state of one’s
desiderative make-up. One such state is rationally speaking on a
level with another. So this way—the thought goes—we lose what
Aristotle obviously wants to have, the idea that just one conception
of the end is the correct one. According to this line of thought, that
requires that one could establish by argument that the conception is
correct. And, on pain of falling back into reliance on a mere non-
rationally moulded motivational and valuational propensity, the ar-
gument’s persuasiveness would have to be independent of the specific
propensities to value this and despise that that are inculcated in a
proper upbringing (by Aristotle’s lights). The validating argument
would have to be, in an obvious sense, from outside the initially
merely inherited ethical outlook that it would validate.?!

I suggested that commentators who accept the “rule”-“case” pic-
ture do not take seriously enough Aristotle’s scepticism about uni-
versal truth in ethics. This line of thought may underlie the tendency
to miss the full force of that scepticism. If there is to be an external
certification that a given conception of the end is the right one, we
must be able to formulate the content of the conception in such a
way that the certification can get a grip on it. The content of the con-
ception must be able to figure as the conclusion of a discursive argu-
ment, whose cogency can be clear in abstraction from any particular
series of practical predicaments. Only a set of rules, with all relativ-
ity to situations made explicit in universal terms, could serve the pur-

pose.??

21. Irwin, in Plato’s Moral Theory (see, e.g., pp. 9, 159, 175), attributes the idea of an
external standard for the rationality of virtue not to Plato (or Aristotle) but to Socrates,
whom he takes (wrongly in my view, but that is another story) to have represented virtu-
ous actions as instrumental means to an end that everyone pursues. For Irwin’s Plato, the
standard by which virtue is revealed to be rational is not external to the distinctive valua-
tions of a virtuous person; being persuaded into acceptance of the standard is the same
thing as being persuaded into virtue. And Irwin’s account of Aristotle’s view on this mat-
ter is similar. The distinction Irwin draws here is certainly important. For Irwin’s Socrates,
the rationality of virtue is reducible to something extra-ethical, and for Irwin’s Plato and
Aristotle this is not so. The fact remains, however, that Irwin conceives persuading some-
one into accepting the standard as proceeding step-wise, in such a way that each step is re-
vealed as rationally required according to standards of rationality already endorsed before
the step is taken (for Plato, see pp. 167-72). This is precisely a picture of validation from
outside; that it is non-reductive makes no difference to that.

22. Even commentators who appreciate Aristotle’s hostility to the idea that the truth
about how to live can be captured once and for all in a set of rules tend to suggest that we
can meet Aristotle’s point by thinking in terms of “broad principles”, to be applied with
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9. An external validation of the correctness of a specific ethic would
be enormously significant. If Aristotle really thought he could give
such a thing, one would expect him to highlight it. In fact one looks
for it in vain. At NE 1095b4—6 he implies that he is not even going
to address questions of validation. And wherever someone who be-
lieves in this kind of external validation might expect Aristotle to ap-
peal to it, in saying what determines the rightness of right action, or
the propriety of proper deliberation, or whatever, he disappoints
such expectations; rather than giving a criterion that works from
outside the ethic that he takes for granted, he says that such things
are as the virtuous person determines them. (See, e.g., NE 1107a1-2,
1139a29-31, 1144a34.)

To many commentators the argument from the “function” (ergon)
of a human being in NE 1.7, reprised in 2.6, suggests that Aristotle
envisages an external validation for his ethic, starting from the facts
about human nature. But proponents of all sorts of non-Aristotelian
conceptions of doing well could accept the conceptual connections
that the ergon argument exploits, between “function”, excellence,
and doing well. Such people would dispute a view of the human
“function”, and hence of human nature, that made Aristotle’s own
list of virtues come out correct. They would not thereby be disputing
anything in the “function” argument.?®

In fact there are only two substantive points on which Aristotle
suggests that facts about human nature constrain the truth about a
good human life, in a way that might be supposed to be independent
of inculcated propensities to value this and despise that. First, a good
human life must be an active life of that which has Jogos (NE
1098a3—4); this excludes, for instance, the ideal of uncontrolled grat-
ification of appetite with which Socrates saddles Callicles, in Plato’s
Gorgias. Second, human beings are naturally social (NE 1097b11,
1169b18-19); this excludes a solitary life. Obviously these two
points fall a long way short of purporting to afford a validation of

discretion. (See, e.g., Cooper, Reason and Human Good in Aristotle, pp. 134-5.) The idea
here is that discretion mediates between something general, suitable to be validated from
outside, and the detail of real life. I believe this underplays how important situation-spe-
cific discernment is for Aristotle, in the interest of keeping in the picture a suitable conclu-
sion for the supposed external validation.

23. See Essay 1 above.
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Aristotle’s ethic in full. But it is the whole substance of his ethic, not
just these two somewhat structural features of it, that he wants to
represent as objectively correct.

10. The reading I am considering is shaped by the thought that, as
far as objective correctness goes, one non-rationally moulded state of
one’s desiderative make-up (one’s orektikon) is on a par with an-
other, unless the conception of the good that is embodied in one of
them can be certified as true from outside. But why should we sup-
pose Aristotle would accept that? It is common ground that, in his
view, at most one of two different conceptions of the end could in-
volve the desiderative element’s being as it should be. Suppose he
were pressed about the valuation implicit in that “should”. Why not
suppose he would say something like this: “Only by living in accor-
dance with the correct conception of the end can we fill our lives
with actions that are noble (kalon)”? That would exactly not be of-
fering to ground his valuational scheme from outside. It would be
appealing to the habits of valuation that are inculcated in the kind of
upbringing he is confident his audience has had (NE 1095b4-6).

This may make it seem that Aristotle’s moral psychology rests on
an unreflective contentment with the mores of his audience. And
such an accusation would probably not be completely unfair. How-
ever, there are passages that do not fit this picture, but place Aris-
totle rather in a line of descent from Socrates’ commendation of the
examined life. Consider, for instance, the distinction between having
“the that”, which is where properly brought up people begin, and
having “the because”, at NE 1095b6-7.2* Working towards a com-
prehending acceptance of a scheme of values (having “the because”
as well as “the that”) would be a matter of reflection. The essential
thing for my present purposes is that this reflection need not be con-
ceived as stepping outside the standpoint constituted by an inherited
mode of thought, so as to supply it (if all goes well) with an external
validation. There is an alternative, which seems fully in keeping with
Aristotle’s conception of philosophical method: a conception of re-
flection for which the appropriate image (at least for us: see below) is
Neurath’s, of the mariner repairing his ship while afloat.

24. See M. F. Burnyeat, “Aristotle on Learning to be Good”.
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There is a temptation to think that Neurathian, or internal, reflec-
tion could only be second best. This belongs with the tendency to be
disappointed when Aristotle rests within the circle of his own ethic,
letting the virtuous person be the measure of (say) how one should
act. Here the philosophical basis for the kind of reading of Aristotle
that I am deploring comes to the surface; and we can begin to see, at
least in outline, how it falsifies him. Neurathian reflection on an in-
herited scheme of values takes place at a standpoint within that
scheme; the scheme can be altered piecemeal, but not suspended in
its entirety, with a view to rebuilding from the ground up. The disap-
pointment results from the idea that one could not achieve a justified
conviction of objective correctness, in thought about anything, from
within something as historically contingent as a conceptual scheme;
what is required is to break out of a specific cultural inheritance into
undistorted contact with the real. Now this idea is distinctively mod-
ern. I do not mean that it has happened to occur to people only in
modern times, but that it is not really even intelligible except as a re-
sponse to modern currents of thought. Loss of confidence in internal
reflection just as such requires an awareness, not shared by all ages,
of the historical contingency of actual modes of thought.”* And the
consoling counterpart idea, that of a mode of contact with the real in
which we transcend our historicity, can seem to be available only by
way of a philosophical misconception of the achievements of modern
science, a misconception that is itself in turn partly motivated by that
modern loss of confidence.?¢

In saying this, I do not mean to suggest we can patronize Aristotle
for insensitivity to a good question about ethical objectivity, one that
we have more recently learned to ask. It is only in that modern philo-
sophical framework that the question looks like a good one. We
ought to be suspicious of our tendency to suppose genuine objectiv-
ity would require something more than Neurathian reflection. One
of the benefits of studying a great philosopher from an alien age is

25. Ancient ethical scepticism, vividly represented in, e.g., Plato’s Gorgias, was not like
this.

26. Insisting that scientific modes of thought are products of history too is often repre-
sented as disparaging them. But it looks like that only in the context of a conception of
what it would be to give science its due that is shaped by the questionable philosophy I am
describing.
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that it can help us to see that we do not have to swim with the cur-
rents of our own time.

It would be anachronistic to suggest the Neurathian image might
fit Aristotle’s own conception of reflection towards “the because”.
The image is apt for explicitly rejecting the hankering after an exter-
nal standpoint; the image has its resonance only in the context of felt
pressures towards losing confidence in internal reflection as such. My
claim is that Aristotle is healthily innocent of all that. The point of
the image for us is to express a philosophically knowing stance that
is as close as we, with our irrevocably lost innocence, can come to
Aristotle’s outlook.?’

11. Aristotle organizes his discussion of the human virtues by distin-
guishing virtues of character (courage, temperance, and so forth)
from intellectual virtues (see NE 1103a3-18). The intellectual
virtues include excellences in behaviour-directed thought, notably
practical wisdom, and this sets up a link between the two sorts of
virtue: practical wisdom is an intellectual excellence displayed in
those actions that manifest virtues of character strictly so called (see
NE 1144b1-17).

I have been discussing a reading of Aristotle that recoils as far as
possible from the quasi-Humean reading. In the quasi-Humean read-
ing, the intellectual excellence exercised in actions that display virtue
of character is subservient to an extra-intellectual motivational ori-
entation. In the polar opposite that I have been discussing, there is
still a relation of subservience, but in an opposite direction. On this
view, it is an exercise of the intellect that determines a fully virtuous
person’s motivational orientation. The “virtues of character” whose

27. Contrast Irwin, Aristotle’s First Principles. Irwin represents Aristotle as a “meta-
physical” (as opposed to “internal”) realist. I think this is damagingly anachronistic.
Wanting one’s realism “metaphysical” as opposed to “internal” is a confused response to
distinctively modern intellectual pressures. I have been acknowledging that there is
anachronism in reading Aristotle as an “internal” (or Neurathian) realist, but this
anachronism is not symmetrical, because the point of labelling one’s realism “internal” is
to reject a modern philosophical confusion. “Internal” realism is the nearest we can get to
an outlook that (to its advantage) would not so much as understand the temptation to-
wards “metaphysical” realism. (These remarks exemplify how issues in the history of phi-
losophy are inextricably bound up with issues in philosophy; the history looks different to
Irwin and to me because the philosophy does.)
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origin in habituation Aristotle describes in NE book 2 are non-intel-
lectual motivational propensities whose ultimate role in the psycho-
logical organization of a fully virtuous agent is to make him recep-
tive to the independent dictates of the practical intellect. In NE 6.13
it turns out that those states are not virtues of character in the strict
sense. A virtue of character strictly so called is a harmonious com-
posite of intellectual and non-intellectual elements; the non-intellec-
tual element ensures the agent’s obedience to requirements set by
pursuit of an end whose content is autonomously fixed by the intel-
lectual element.?®

I have urged that we do not need to choose between these polar
opposites. Aristotle does not attribute dominance in the genesis of
virtuous behaviour either to the practical intellect, conceived as oper-
ating autonomously, or to a wholly non-intellectual desiderative
state. In fact the wholly extra-intellectual motivational propensity
that both these extreme readings find in the initial discussion of
virtue of character, as the product of habituation, is an abstraction;
it fits nothing Aristotle seems to be concerned with. Correspond-
ingly, he does not picture the practical intellect as operating indepen-
dently of moulded motivational propensities.

Already in NE book 2, in which the stress is on states that result
from upbringing, he insists that the actions that manifest virtue of
character must be chosen (1105a31-2). By way of the link between
choice and deliberation, this imports the specially human capacity
for discursive thought. It is already implicit, even at this early stage
in the exposition, that virtue of character requires an intellectual ex-
cellence. We travesty Aristotle’s picture of habituation into virtue of
character if we suppose the products of habituation are motivational
propensities that are independent of conceptual thought, like a
trained animal’s behavioural dispositions. On the contrary, the topic
of book 2 is surely initiation into a conceptual space, by way of
being taught to admire and delight in actions in the right way. The
space is the one we move in as we read the subsequent character
sketches of possessors of the particular virtues; it is organized by
the concepts of the noble and the disgraceful (see, e.g., NE

28. For an especially clear exposition of an account on these lines, see Cooper, “Some
Remarks on Aristotle’s Moral Psychology”. '
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1120a23-4).? Possessing “the that”, those who have undergone this
initiation are already beyond uncomprehending habit; they are al-
ready some distance into the realm of the relevant intellectual excel-
lence. They have a conceptual attainment that, just as such, primes
them for the reflection that would be required for the transition to
“the because”. And the transition need not involve new conceptual
substance injected from outside. Reflection towards “the because”
can be Neurathian; it needs no material besides the substance of the
conceptual space that a subject already inhabits, in a partially com-
prehending way, in consequence of upbringing.

On this reading, it is not that practical wisdom issues orders,
whose content it determines by its own independent operations, to
motivational propensities that have been separately moulded to obe-
dience. A virtue of character, strictly so called, involves a harmony
of intellect and motivation that is more intimate than that. Practical
wisdom is the properly moulded state of the motivational propensi-
ties, in a reflectively adjusted form; the sense in which it is a state of
the intellect does not interfere with its also being a state of the
desiderative element.*

12. Aristotle frames his treatment of the virtues within a discussion
of “the good and the chief good” (NE 1094a22). He appeals to com-
mon consent in favour of identifying the good with “happiness” (eu-
daimonia), which in turn is equated with living well and doing well
(1095a214-20). The first part of NE 1.7 spells out the content and
basis of this common consent: the identification of the good with ex-
daimonia is justified on the ground that eudaimonia meets some
quasi-formal requirements involved in the idea of the good

29. See Burnyeat, “Aristotle on Learning to be Good™.

30. Cooper, “Some Remarks on Aristotle’s Moral Psychology™, deliberately refrains
from offering a justification from the texts for his different reading of Aristotle. The case
would have to rest largely on NE 1.13. I think we should be careful not to overread that
passage; its purpose is to introduce an architectonic structure for expository purposes, and
the subsequent development itself shows that we should not take the structure too rigidly.
Cooper’s main justification comes from a view about how Aristotle fits into the evolution
of Greek moral psychology, from Socrates to the Stoics. I cannot discuss the whole sweep
of Greek ethics in this paper. I can only say, dogmatically, that I think Cooper’s account is
badly mistaken, and I suspect the main culprit is a misreading of Stoicism, reflected back
into the earlier thinkers.
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(1097a25-b21), and the argument from the “function” of man con-
firms the equation of eudaimonia with acting well, with “well”
spelled out as “in accordance with virtue” (1097b22-1098a20).

This connection between virtue and eudaimonia is often thought
to mark the point at which the supposed external validation of Aris-
totle’s ethic gets its grip. The concept of eudaimonia is supposed to
locate a kind of reflection whose upshot would be a blueprint for a
life, capable of being recognized as determining what it is rational to
do even from a standpoint outside the valuations that result from
being brought up into a particular ethical outlook. The connection
of virtue with exdaimonia would then serve to establish, from out-
side those valuations, that Aristotle’s own list of virtues is correct, in
the sense that a life of activity in accordance with them will meet in-
dependent standards for being worth going in for.

This view of the role of eudaimonia in Aristotle’s thinking reflects
the philosophical expectations that I have been urging are alien to
Aristotle. Unsurprisingly, I think it distorts his intentions. In any
case, it should be of interest to consider an alternative reading,
whose possibility is obscured by the assumption that Aristotle aims
at an external validation.

According to the alternative, the point of the concept of eudaimo-
nia is not to suggest a general determination of what can be practi-
cally rational, on the basis of some idea like that of an optimal com-
bination of items that can be seen to be elements in a good human
life anyway, independently of any particular ethic. We need not
credit Aristotle with such a monolithic, if comprehensive, conception
of reasons for acting in general. In any case reasons for acting in gen-
eral need be no concern of his when he discusses eudaimonia. The
concept of eudaimonia marks out, rather, just one dimension of
practical worthwhileness. Practical worthwhileness in general is
multi-dimensional, and the considerations that occupy different di-
mensions are not necessarily commensurable with one another.3!
The significance of the fact that eudaimonia is equated with the good
is not that all possible reasons for acting (all goods, in one obvious
sense: see NE 1094a1-3) are embraced under eudaimonia, but that
worthwhileness along the dimension marked out by the concept of

31. See Burnyeat, “Aristotle on Learning to be Good”, pp. 86-7, and p. 91, n. 29.
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eudaimonia is worthwhileness par excellence. The relevant dimen-
sion is worthwhileness consisting in reasons for acting that depend
on a conception of human virtue (that is the point of the “function”
argument). If one’s conception of human virtue is the right one (by
Aristotle’s lights), that will show in one’s valuing the right actions as
noble; and the value of nobility will be what organizes one’s concep-
tion of the eudaimonic dimension of practical worthwhileness. It is
not that nobility as Aristotle understands it is certified as an authen-
tic value on the basis that a life of noble actions can be seen to meet
independent standards for being worth going in for; it is rather that
someone who has learned to delight in noble actions has thereby
come to see those actions as pre-eminently worth going in for, just
because they are noble.3

I think the main obstacle to a reading on these lines is the philo-
sophical disappointment I have already discussed. But I shall men-
tion some texts that may seem to raise problems for it.

NE 1097b6-20 says eudaimonia is self-sufficient, in the sense that
it “on its own makes life pursuit-worthy and lacking in nothing”;
this is its conformity to one of the quasi-formal requirements I men-
tioned for being the good. The passage goes on to say that eudaimo-
nia is “most pursuit-worthy not counted in with others; if it were so
counted, clearly it would be more pursuit-worthy with the addition
of the smallest of goods”. To many commentators, this seems to rep-
resent eudaimonia as embracing anything whose presence would in
any way make a life more desirable. But such a reading will not co-
here with the fact that Aristotle is unwilling to count gifts of chance,
which surely do make a life more desirable, as contributing to
eudaimonia (see Politics 1323b24-9; compare Eudemian Ethics
1215a12-19, NE 1099b18-25).33 To make the passage about the
self-sufficiency of eudaimonia cohere with that, we must anyway
take it that not just any desirability is relevant to the claim that ex-
daimonia leaves nothing to be desired. Eudaimonia can leave noth-
ing to be desired in the relevant sense, even though it can be true of a
life exemplifying eudaimonia that the fates could have been kinder.
This structural requirement is met if we take it that the dimension

32. See Essay 1 above.
33. These citations are from Cooper, Reason and Human Good in Aristotle,
pp. 123—4; see his discussion there.
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along which eudaimonia leaves nothing to be desired is the one I
have extracted from the “function” argument, that of considerations
whose appeal depends on a conception of virtue.’* As for the rejec-
tion of “counting in with others”, I think the point is the one I have
tried to capture in terms of worthwhileness par excellence. The rele-
vant dimension of worthwhileness is such that, if a consideration
that belongs to it bears on a practical predicament, anyone who has
learned to appreciate such considerations will see that nothing else
matters for the question what shape his life should take here and
now, even if the upshot is a life that is less desirable along other di-
mensions. If the upshot is a life that is more desirable along other di-
mensions, that is a kind of bonus, irrelevant to the self-sufficiency of
eudaimonia.*®

NE 1102a2-3 says “it is for the sake of this [eudaimonia) that we
all do everything else that we do”. But Aristotle does not think all
purposive behaviour, even of the distinctively intellect-involving
human kind, is aimed at eudaimonia. This is clear from the case of
the calculating incontinent person, who uses his intelligence in pur-
posive behaviour that precisely flies in the face of his conception of
eudaimonia. (See NE 1142b18-20, 1146b22-4.) We had better read
1102a2-3 so as not to contradict that. One way to do so is by find-
ing in it a special, quasi-technical use of words for “doing”
(“praxis”, “prattein”), to be understood precisely in terms of a con-
ceptual link to eudaimonia.>® Read like this, the passage does not
represent eudaimonia as embracing reasons for acting quite gener-
ally.

From NE 1098a18-20, it is clear that Aristotle conceives eudai-
monia as, primarily, an attribute of a whole life. This can encourage
the idea that the point an agent sees in an action undertaken for the

34. On this view, the relevant dimension of desirability comes clear only after this pas-
sage, in the “function” argument itself. This is unsurprising in view of the way Aristotle
approaches his favoured framework through dialectical exploitation of common and
philosophical ideas. When he claims a correspondence with common sense, we may need
the whole development for a full comprehension of what that means.

35. It will be clear that I am not reading Aristotle’s conception of the end as inclusive,
in the sense of W. F. R. Hardie, “The Final Good in Aristotle’s Ethics”. (But I do not think
I am reading it as dominant—Hardie’s alternative—either.)

36. Equivalently (on the strength of NE 1095a19-20), eupraxia (the word is an ab-
stract noun corresponding to the verb phrase “doing well”): for eupraxia as the end of
praxis, see NE 1139b1-4, 1140b6-7). There is more discussion of this in Essay 1 above.
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sake of eudaimonia must be derivative from the independent attrac-
tiveness of a life lived according to a certain blueprint.’” But this idea
is anyway hard to make cohere with the thesis that character-reveal-
ing action (which reveals character precisely by revealing, because
undertaken so as to act out, its agent’s conception of doing well) is
undertaken for its own sake. That seems to rule out taking the point
of such action for the agent to lie outside itself, in the independent
attractiveness of a life into which, if all goes well, it will fit. Suppose
all does not go well, and one’s life does not achieve the projected
shape; does that mean that this particular action, say one of standing
one’s ground in battle, did not after all have the point it seemed to
have?*® Surely not. Of course this does not rule out the possibility
that if one’s life as a whole goes badly enough, in respect of modes of
desirability that are intelligible independently of the worthwhileness
of virtuous behaviour, one can lose one’s grip on the distinctive
point of virtuous behaviour; see perhaps NE 1099b2-6.

The links exploited in the “function” argument suggest a different
way to take the idea that seeing a particular action as doing well is
seeing it under the aspect of a whole human life. Doing well is acting
in accordance with virtue, and the question what the human virtues
are belongs in the context of reflection on what shape a human life
should take. If such reflection is Neurathian, the “should” here need
not take us outside the ethical. And this allows us to respect Aristo-
tle’s claim that the concept of doing well is in the first instance the
concept of a way of life, while holding that when one sees an action
as a case of doing well, the point one sees in it need not be indepen-
dent of the delight one’s upbringing has taught one to take in noble
actions just as such.’

37. This may account for Irwin’s use of “promote”; see n. 6 above. The primacy of the
whole life can render invisible the possibility that when one acts on a particular occasion
for the sake of doing well, what one does can be (not promote) that for the sake of which
one does it.

38. Irwin, Plato’s Moral Theory, p. 262, responds to this sort of problem by simply
separating “for its own sake” from “for the sake of happiness™: “Aristotle’s virtuous
man . . . recognizes that part of the life which secures happiness will be virtuous action for
its own sake, without caring about happiness.” But for Aristotle virtuous action, under-
taken for its own sake, is what “happiness” is; he would surely find this separation of con-
cerns (“without caring about happiness”) unintelligible. (The translation “happiness”
seems seriously damaging here.)

39. Cooper, Reason and Human Good in Aristotle, pp. 124-5, sees that eudaimonia
must be (a life of) virtuous action for its own sake, not something “secured by” such ac-
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13. We can take the central books of NE to spell out a conception
of doing well as living in accordance with virtue, comprehensively
understood. Book 10 introduces a conception of the highest eudai-
monia as living in accordance with the highest virtue, the virtue of
what is best in human beings (1177a12-13); this is a contemplative
life. Such a life engages that in us in respect of which we come closest
to the divine. From this point of view, the life of ordinary virtue of
character that has seemed to be Aristotle’s main topic so far, al-
though it is distinctively human in so far as it involves the intellec-
tual excellence of practical wisdom, can be depreciated as merely
human; and we have it in us to be more than merely human. With
hindsight, we can perhaps find this “intellectualistic” conception of
the highest eudaimonia alluded to already in the conclusion of the
“function” argument; having identified eudaimonia with activity in
accordance with virtue, Aristotle goes on to say “and if there are sev-
eral virtues, in accordance with the best and most perfect” (NE
1098a17-18).

If we suppose a conception of eudaimonia is meant to embrace all
potential reasons for acting, and yield a procedure for resolving con-
flicts between them, this singling out of contemplation is extraordi-
narily difficult to swallow. We have to take it that all other activity is
to be evaluated in terms of conduciveness to contemplation, which
makes the picture of book 10 contradict the earlier suggestion that
the actions required by the ordinary virtues of character are worth

tion (if all goes well). He keeps a role for the idea of an orderly combination of elements
independently recognizable to be worth pursuing, not, as in Irwin, as what eudaimonia is,
but as serving in a confirmation that what Aristotle takes to be virtues are indeed states
worth cultivating: virtuous activity for its own sake is what eudaimonia is, and it is worth
becoming the kind of person who lives like that because such a life is likeliest to be satis-
factory by independent standards. This avoids Irwin’s idea that going in for virtuous ac-
tion for its own sake can be simply separated from “caring about” ewdaimonia, but the
supposed external recommendation for cultivating the virtues still strikes me as foreign to
Aristotle. And the position seems vulnerable to a version of a standard problem for any in-
direct consequentialism. Suppose one knows the story about why the virtues are worth
cultivating, and knows that the independently recognizable satisfactoriness of life that fig-
ures in that story will probably not be achieved by a virtuous action one has in prospect
(say because the action in question is facing the enemy in battle, and one will probably be
killed or maimed). How can this not tend to undermine one’s virtuous motivation? We
have no such problems if we simply stop looking for external authentication for virtuous
motivation. The only relevant satisfaction is the satisfaction one has learned to take in
noble actions as such.
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going in for in their own right; alternatively we have to suppose that
book 10 presents not just a novel conception of eudaimonia, but a
novel concept of it.** But if we exorcize the idea that a conception of
eudaimonia is a general conception of practical rationality, we can
take the introduction of the contemplative life in our stride. We can
see how Aristotle might want to single out, as the highest worth-
whileness of the distinctively eudaimonic sort (that is, worthwhile-
ness depending on a conception of virtue), the worthwhileness of ex-
ercises of our highest excellence. His identification of what that is
does in a way disparage the worthwhileness of acts of ordinary civic
(“merely human”) virtue. But the worthwhileness of civic virtue can
still be genuine (though second-grade), and intrinsic, not derivative
from a higher end to which its acts are supposedly conducive. With-
out needing to explain away the treatment of eudaimonia in book
10, as an expression of an inconsistent alternative view, we can
avoid letting it disrupt our appreciation of the main body of NE,
which we naturally find more congenial.

14. No discussion of Aristotle’s moral psychology could be com-
plete without mentioning his interest in “incontinence” (akrasia). 1
cannot give a full treatment here, but the general outlines of an inter-
pretation are implicit in what I have already said.

Practical wisdom is a capacity to discern which of the potentially
action-inviting features of a situation is the one that should be al-
lowed to engage with one of the standing concerns of a virtuous per-
son, so as to induce an action. Consider a situation that calls for the
most striking sort of exercise of temperance—abstaining from an
available but excessive bodily pleasure. That the pleasure is available
is a fact about the situation, at the disposal of a temperate person no
less than anyone else. Such facts can engage a motivational suscepti-
bility that is one of the standing concerns of a virtuous person. (Too
little interest in the pleasures of appetite is a defect of character: see
NE 3.11.) But on this occasion what matters about the situation, as
the practically wise person correctly sees it, is not the opportunity

. 49. There is no sign anywhere in Aristotle of the idea that conduciveness to contempla-
tion is supposed to yield a criterion for the worthwhileness of other activity. On Eudemian
Ethics 1249a21-b23, which comes closer to this than anything else, see Cooper, Reason
and Human Good in Aristotle, pp. 135—43.
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for pleasure but, say, the fact that this would be his fifth doughnut at
one sitting. The practically wise person registers, but counts as irrele-
vant to the question what to do, an instance of a kind of considera-
tion (that pleasure is available) that does bear on that question in
other circumstances. His counting it as irrelevant shows in his being
unmoved by it, by contrast with the merely continent person (the
enkratés), who has to overcome temptation in order to get himself to
do the right thing (see NE 1151b34-1152a3).

This makes it obvious why Aristotle should have a problem over
the possibility of incontinence (at any rate the variety distinguished
at NE 1150b19-22 as weakness). As we intuitively picture him, a
weak person’s practical thinking matches that of a practically wise
person (he knows what he should do), but he succumbs to tempta-
tion and acts differently. But a practically wise person sees the poten-
tial temptations in temperance-requiring predicaments as practically
irrelevant, and this conception of their status prevents them from ac-
tually tempting him. (If they actually tempted him, his best prospect
would be continence.) There cannot be both a perfect match with the
practical thinking of a fully virtuous person and a felt temptation to
do otherwise. (It does not matter whether the felt temptation is acted
on or not; continence poses the same conceptual difficulty.)

If we discount simply denying the existence of weakness, the shape
of a resolution for this difficulty is virtually dictated by the shape of
the difficulty. The match with the practical thinking of a practically
wise person has to be imperfect. In the operation of full-fledged prac-
tical wisdom, the agent singles out just the right one of the poten-
tially action-inviting features of a predicament, in such a way that all
his motivational energy is concentrated into the concern to which
that feature appeals. He has no errant impulses that might threaten
to lead him astray, so that he would be at best continent even if he
managed not to be sidetracked. The closest we can get to this, while
allowing errant impulses to arise, is a flawed approximation to the
special perceptual capacity that is practical wisdom—something ca-
pable of yielding a similar selection of what matters about the situa-
tion, but without the singleness of motivational focus on that feature
of the situation that practical wisdom would achieve. I believe we
can find an idea on these lines in NE 7.3.

It is important to realize that Aristotle’s problem about inconti-
nence is a problem about acting otherwise than, as one (in a way) re-
alizes, doing well requires. Eudaimonia is, as I have insisted, just one
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dimension of practical worthwhileness, although those who appreci-
ate it take it, rightly, to be pre-eminent over others; it is not a bal-
ance in which all potential reasons for acting are somehow com-
bined. This means that Aristotle’s difficulty over incontinence does
not reflect an unwarranted expectation that practical exercises of in-
telligence in general should progress inexorably into action, so that
there would be no room for breakdowns and no need for executive
virtues to ensure that one sticks to one’s decisions. (Such a general
expectation is often attributed to Socrates, wrongly in my view.)
Aristotle has specific reasons for supposing that a properly focused
application to a situation of a correct conception of doing well, in
particular, must issue in action; that idea, which dictates his attitude
to incontinence, reflects no general dogma of the efficacy of the intel-
lect."!

In full-fledged practical wisdom the correct conception of doing
well, with the understanding that the worthwhileness that it em-
braces is pre-eminent, is so ingrained into one’s motivational make-
up that when an action is singled out as doing well, any attractions
that alternatives might have are seen as having no bearing on the
question what to do. An incontinent or continent person has a
flawed approximation to practical wisdom. He has, in a way, a cor-
rect conception of doing well, and applies that conception to particu-
lar predicaments; but he reveals that his resemblance to a possessor
of full-fledged practical wisdom is only partial, by the fact that he is
swayed by the attractions of alternatives to what he (in a way)
knows to be doing well. It helps to make this idea of a flawed ap-
proximation to practical wisdom intelligible if we take continence

41. These remarks are directed against the way Wiggins, in “Weakness of Will, Com-
mensurability, and the Objects of Deliberation and Desire”, deplores what Aristotle says
about incontinence as excessively “Socratic”. Wiggins’s account of what Aristotle should
have said instead relates to the progression of thought in general into action. As far as I
can see, nothing in Aristotle prevents him from taking Wiggins’s view of that topic, consis-
tently with being as “Socratic” as he is about the efficacy of practical wisdom in particu-
lar. (Wiggins also suggests that the view I am urging requires a cognitive or perceptual dif-
ference between a continent person and an incontinent person, but that is a
misunderstanding. The perceptual difference I envisage is between a virtuous person on
the one side and, indifferently, a continent or incontinent person on the other. This leaves
it open what determines whether someone who is tempted away from the course of virtue,
thereby showing that he does not fully share a virtuous person’s view of his situation, acts
on the temptation or not.)
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and incontinence to characterize people who are on their way to ac-
quiring virtue. There are genuine attractions in some courses of ac-
tion that virtue requires us to renounce, and the renunciation is not
compensated in kind by the course of virtue.** So it is only to be ex-
pected that there should be stages of moral development at which an
appreciation, of sorts, of virtue’s requirements, and even of their sta-
tus as pre-eminent, does not yet have its full motivational realization,
the capacity to be unmoved by competing attractions.

Apart from the intrinsic interest of the conceptual puzzle about its
possibility, then, we can attribute to incontinence a more systematic
significance in Aristotle’s exposition of his moral psychology: by re-
flecting on the nature of the flaw in incontinence (or continence), we
can be helped to understand what these states fall short of, the inti-
mate integration of conceptual thought and moulded inclination that
makes up full-fledged virtue of character as Aristotle pictures it.*’

42. See Wiggins, “Weakness of Will, Incommensurability, and the Objects of Delibera-

tion and Desire”.
43. See Burnyeat, “Aristotle on Learning to be Good”.



ESSAY 3

Virtue and Reason

1. Presumably the point of, say, inculcating a moral outlook lies in a
concern with how people live. It may seem that the very idea of a moral
outlook makes room for, and requires, the existence of moral theory,
conceived as a discipline that seeks to formulate acceptable principles
of conduct. It is then natural to think of ethics as a branch of philoso-
phy related to moral theory, so conceived, rather as the philosophy of
science is related to science. On this view, the primary topic of ethics is
the concept of right conduct, and the nature and justification of princi-
ples of behaviour. If there is a place for an interest in the concept of
virtue, it is a secondary place. Virtue is a disposition (perhaps of a spe-
cially rational and self-conscious kind) to behave rightly; the nature of
virtue is explained, as it were, from the outside in.

My aim is to sketch the outlines of a different view, to be found in
the philosophical tradition that flowers in Aristotle’s ethics. Accord-
ing to this different view, although the point of engaging in ethical
reflection still lies in the interest of the question “How should one
live?”,! that question is necessarily approached via the notion of a
virtuous person. A conception of right conduct is grasped, as it were,
from the inside out.

2. I shall begin with some considerations that make it attractive to
say, with Socrates, that virtue is knowledge.

1. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, e.g. 1103b26-31; compare Plato, Republic,
352d5-6.
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What is it for someone to possess a virtue? “Knowledge” implies
that he gets things right; if we are to go any distance towards finding
plausibility in the Socratic thesis, it is necessary to start with exam-
ples whose status as virtues, and hence as states of character whose
possessor arrives at right answers to a certain range of questions
about how to behave, is not likely to be queried. I shall use the ex-
ample of kindness; anyone who disputes its claim to be a virtue
should substitute a better example of his own. (The objectivity that
“knowledge” implies will recur later.)

A kind person can be relied on to behave kindly when that is what
the situation requires. Moreover, his reliably kind behaviour is not
the outcome of a blind, non-rational habit or instinct, like the coura-
geous behaviour—so called only by courtesy—of a lioness defending
her cubs.? Rather, that the situation requires a certain sort of behav-
iour is (one way of formulating) his reason for behaving in that way,
on each of the relevant occasions. So it must be something of which,
on each of the relevant occasions, he is aware. A kind person has a
reliable sensitivity to a certain sort of requirement that situations im-
pose on behaviour. The deliverances of a reliable sensitivity are cases
of knowledge; and there are idioms according to which the sensitiv-
ity itself can appropriately be described as knowledge: a kind person
knows what it is like to be confronted with a requirement of kind-
ness. The sensitivity is, we might say, a sort of perceptual capacity.?

(Of course a kind person need not himself classify the behaviour
he sees to be called for, on one of the relevant occasions, as kind. He
need not be articulate enough to possess concepts of the particular
virtues; and even if he does, the concepts need not enter his reasons
for the actions that manifest those particular virtues. It is enough if
he thinks of what he does, when—as we put it—he shows himself to
be kind, under some such description as “the thing to do”. The de-
scription need not differ from that under which he thinks of other
actions of his, which we regard as manifesting different virtues; the
division into actions that manifest kindness and actions that manifest
other virtues can be imposed, not by the agent himself, but by a pos-
sibly more articulate, and more theoretically oriented, observer.)

2. Compare Nicomachean Ethics 6.13, on the distinction between “natural virtue”
and “virtue strictly so called”.
3. Ishall consider non-cognitivist objections to this sort of talk later.
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The considerations I have adduced so far suggest that the knowl-
edge constituted by the reliable sensitivity is a necessary condition
for p9ssession of the virtue. But they do not show that the knowl-
edgg is, as in the Socratic thesis, to be identified with the virtue. A
preliminary case for the identification might go as follows. On e;ch
of the relevant occasions, the requirement imposed by the situation
and detected by the agent’s sensitivity to such requirements, must exj
haust his reason for acting as he does. It would disqualify’an action
from counting as a manifestation of kindness if its agent needed
some extraneous incentive to comply with the requirement—say, the
rewaltds of a good reputation. So the deliverances of his sensit;vity
constitute, one by one, complete explanations of the actions that
ma'mfest the virtue. Hence, since the sensitivity fully accounts for its
deliverances, the sensitivity fully accounts for the actions. But the
concept of the virtue is the concept of a state whose possession ac-
counts for the actions that manifest it. Since that explanatory role is

filled by th
iy y the sensitivity, the sensitivity turns out to be what the virtue

‘ That i§ a preliminary case for the identification of particular
virtues with, as it were, specialized sensitivities to requirements. Mu-
tatis mutandis, a similar argument applies to virtue in genera.l In-
dfaed, in'the context of another Socratic thesis, that of the unit.y of
virtue, virtue in general is what the argument for identification with
knowledge really concerns; the specialized sensitivities that are to be
equa_ted with particular virtues, according to the argument I have
considered so far, are actually not available one by one for a series of
separate identifications.

‘ What. makes this plausible is the attractive idea that a virtue issues
in nothing but right conduct. Suppose the relevant range of behav-

4. There is a gap here. Even if it is conceded that the virtuous person has no furth
reason for what he does than the deliverance of his sensitivity, still, it may be said o
peop.le can have the same reason for acting in a certain way eve;l tho:xgh on{y on:a (l>f ’d::vmo
:}::n l'ni 1:that v;"ay. :here must then be some further explanation of the difference between
thert n Otn'ot.t at the one who acts has some further reason, then perhaps that the one who
or peshaps ofresons of the partieta K pcoron e e o 018

. io i i
that if we are to think of virtue as guaranteeingqaction?:/il:t:: m::sctl rf:t:scitslto :o;rlhr: stli: gsifnsstls

tivity alone but in the sensitivity i
. . ogether with freedom from such i
issues will recur in §3 below. obstrucive tate. These
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iour, in the case of kindness, is marked out by the notion of proper
attentiveness to others’ feelings. Now sometimes acting in such a
way as to indulge someone’s feelings is not acting rightly: the
morally important fact about the situation is not that A will be upset
by a projected action (though he will), but, say, that B has a right—a
consideration of a sort sensitivity to which might be thought of as
constituting fairness. In such a case, a straightforward propensity to
be gentle to others’ feelings would not lead to right conduct. If a gen-
uine virtue is to produce nothing but right conduct, a simple propen-
sity to be gentle cannot be identified with the virtue of kindness. Pos-
session of the virtue must involve not only sensitivity to facts about
others’ feelings as reasons for acting in certain ways, but also sensi-
tivity to facts about rights as reasons for acting in certain ways; and
when circumstances of both sorts obtain, and a circumstance of the
second sort is the one that should be acted on, a possessor of the
virtue of kindness must be able to tell that that is s0.> So we cannot
disentangle genuine possession of kindness from the sensitivity that
constitutes fairness. And since there are obviously no limits on the
possibilities for compresence, in the same situation, of circumstances
of the sorts proper sensitivities to which constitute all the virtues, the
argument can be generalized: no one virtue can be fully possessed ex-
cept by a possessor of all of them, that is, a possessor of virtue in
general. Thus the particular virtues are not a batch of independent
sensitivities. Rather, we use the concepts of the particular virtues to
mark similarities and dissimilarities among the manifestations of a
single sensitivity, which is what virtue, in general, is: an ability to
recognize requirements that situations impose on one’s behaviour. It
is a single complex sensitivity of this sort that we are aiming to instil
when we aim to inculcate a moral outlook.

3. There is an apparent obstacle to the identification of virtue with
knowledge. The argument for the identification requires that the de-
liverances of the sensitivity—the particular pieces of knowledge with

5. I do not mean to suggest that there is always a way of acting satisfactorily (as op-
posed to making the best of a bad job); nor that there is always one right answer to the
question what one should do. But when there is a right answer, a virtuous person should
be able to tell what it is.
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which it equips its possessor—should fully explain the actions that
manifest virtue. But it is plausible that appropriate action need not
be elicited by a consideration apprehended as a reason—even a con-
clusive reason—for acting in a certain way. That may seem to open
the following possibility: a person’s perception of a situation may
precisely match what a virtuous person’s perception of it would be,
although he does not act as the virtuous person would. But if a per-
ception that corresponds to the virtuous person’s does not call forth
a virtuous action from this non-virtuous person, then the virtuous
person’s matching perception—the deliverance of his sensitivity—
cannot, after all, fully account for the virtuous action that it does
elicit from him. Whatever is missing, in the case of the person who
does not act virtuously, must be present as an extra component, over
and above the deliverance of the sensitivity, in a complete specifica-
tion of the reason why the virtuous person acts as he does.® This de-
stroys the identification of virtue with the sensitivity. According to
this line of argument, the sensitivity can be at most an ingredient in a
composite state, which is what virtue really is.

If we are to retain the identification of virtue with knowledge,
then, by contraposition, we are committed to denying that a virtuous
person’s perception of a situation can be precisely matched in some-
one who, in that situation, acts otherwise than virtuously. Socrates
seems to have supposed that the only way to embrace this commit-
ment is in terms of ignorance, so that, paradoxically, failure to act as
a virtuous person would cannot be voluntary, at least under that de-
scription. But there is a less extreme possibility, sketched by Aristo-
tle.” This is to allow that someone who fails to act virtuously may, in
a way, perceive what a virtuous person would, so that his failure to
do the right thing is not inadvertent; but to insist that his failure oc-
curs only because his appreciation of what he perceives is clouded,
or unfocused, by the impact of a desire to do otherwise. This pre-
serves the identification of virtue with a sensitivity; contrary to the
counter-argument, nothing over and above the unclouded deliver-
ances of the sensitivity is needed to explain the actions that manifest
virtue. It is not that some extra explanatory factor, over and above

6. If we distinguish the reason why he acts from his reason for acting, this is the objec-
tion of n. 4 above.
7. Nicomachean Ethics 7.3.
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the deliverances of the sensitivity, conspires with them to elicit action
from the virtuous person, but rather that the other person’s failure to
act in that way is accounted for by a defectiveness in the approxima-
tions to those deliverances that he has.

It would be a mistake to protest that one can fail to act on a rea-
son, and even on a reason judged by oneself to be better than any
reason one has for acting otherwise, without there needing to be any
clouding or distortion in one’s appreciation of the reason one flouts.?
That is true; but to suppose it constitutes an objection to Aristotle is
to fail to understand the special nature of the conception of virtue
that generates Aristotle’s interest in incontinence.

One way to bring out the special nature of the conception is to
note that, for Aristotle, continence is distinct from virtue, and just as
problematic as incontinence. If someone needs to overcome an incli-
nation to act otherwise, in getting himself to act as, say, temperance
or courage demand, then he shows not virtue but (mere) continence.
Suppose we take it that a virtuous person’s judgement as to what he
should do is arrived at by weighing, on the one side, some reason for
acting in a way that will in fact manifest, say, courage, and, on the
other side, a reason for doing something else (say a risk to life and
limb, as a reason for running away), and deciding that on balance
the former reason is the better. In that case, the distinction between
virtue and continence will seem unintelligible. If the virtuous person
allows himself to weigh the present danger, as a reason for running
away, why should we not picture the weighing as his allowing him-
self to feel an inclination to run away, of a strength proportional to
the weight he allows to the reason? So long as he keeps the strength
of his inclinations in line with the weight he assigns to the reasons,
his actions will conform to his judgement as to where, on balance,
the better reason lies; what more can we require for virtue? (Perhaps
that the genuinely courageous person simply does not care about his
own survival? But Aristotle is rightly anxious to avert this miscon-
ception.)’ The distinction becomes intelligible if we stop assuming
that the virtuous person’s judgement is a result of balancing reasons
for and against. The view of a situation that he arrives at by exercis-
ing his sensitivity is one in which some aspect of the situation is seen

8. Compare Donald Davidson, “How is Weakness of Will Possible?”
9. Nicomachean Ethics 3.9.
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as constituting a reason for acting in some ways; this reason is appre-
hended, not as outweighing or overriding any reasons for acting in
other ways, which would otherwise be constituted by other aspects
of the situation (the present danger, say), but as silencing them. Here
and now the risk to life and limb is not seen as any reason for re-
moving himself. Aristotle’s problem about incontinence is not “How
can one weigh considerations in favour of actions X and Y, decide
that on balance the better reasons are in favour of X, but neverthe-
less perform Y?” (a question that, no doubt, does not require the
idea of clouded judgement for its answer); but rather (a problem
equally about continence) “How can one have a view of a situation
in which considerations that would otherwise appeal to one’s will
are silenced, but nevertheless allow those considerations to make
themselves heard by one’s will2”—a question that clearly is answer-
able, if at all, only by supposing that the incontinent or continent
person does not fully share the virtuous person’s perception of the
situation.!®

A more pressing objection is one directed against the special con-
ception of virtue itself: in particular, my use of cognitive notions in
characterizing it. According to this objection, it must be a misuse of
the notion of perception to suppose that an unclouded perception
might suffice, on its own, to constitute a reason for acting in a cer-
tain way. An exercise of a genuinely cognitive capacity can yield at
most part of a reason for acting; something appetitive is needed as
well. To talk of virtue—a propensity to act in certain ways for cer-
tain reasons—as consisting in a sensitivity, a perceptual capacity, is
to amalgamate the required appetitive component into the putative
sensitivity. But all that is achieved thereby is a projection of human
purposes into the world. (Here it becomes apparent how the objec-
tion touches on the issue of objectivity.) How one’s will is disposed

10. On this view, genuine deliverances of the sensitivity involved in virtue would neces-
sitate action. It is not that action requires not only a deliverance of the sensitivity but also,
say, freedom from possibly obstructive factors, for instance distracting desires. An ob-
structive factor would not interfere with the efficacy of a deliverance of the sensitivity, but
rather preclude genuine achievement of that view of the situation. This fills the gap that
mentioned in n. 4 above. (My discussion of incontinence here is meant to do no more than
suggest that the identification of virtue with knowledge should not be dismissed out of
hand, on the ground that it poses a problem about incontinence. I say a little more in §§9
and 10 of Essay 4 below. But a great deal more would be needed in a full treatment.)
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is a fact about oneself; whereas a genuinely cognitive faculty dis-
closes to one how the world is independently of oneself, and in par-
ticular independently of one’s will. Cognition and volition are dis-
tinct: the world—the proper sphere of cognitive capacities—is in
itself an object of purely theoretical contemplation, capable of mov-
ing one to action only in conjunction with an extra factor—a state of
will—contributed by oneself. I shall return to this objection.

4. Presented with an identification of virtue with knowledge, it is
natural to ask for a formulation of the knowledge that virtue is. We
tend to assume that the knowledge must have a stateable proposi-
tional content (perhaps not capable of immediate expression by the
knower). Then the virtuous person’s reliably right judgements as to
what he should do, occasion by occasion, can be explained in terms
of interaction between this universal knowledge and some appropri-
ate piece of particular knowledge about the situation at hand; and
the explanation can take the form of a “practical syllogism”, with
the content of the universal knowledge, or some suitable part of it,
as major premise, the relevant particular knowledge as minor
premise, and the judgement about what is to be done as deductive
conclusion.

This picture is congenial to the objection that I mentioned at the
end of §3. According to this picture, the problematic concept of a re-
quirement figures only in the major premise, and the conclusion, of
the syllogism that reconstructs the virtuous person’s reason for act-
ing. Knowledge of the major premise, the objector might say, is none
other than the disposition of the will that is required, according to
the objection, as a further component in the relevant reasons for act-
ing, and hence as a further component in virtue, over and above any
strictly cognitive state. (We call it “knowledge” to endorse it, not to
indicate that it is genuinely cognitive.) What a virtuous person really
perceives is only what is stated in the minor premise of the syllogism:
that is, a straightforward fact about the situation at hand, which—as
the objection requires—would be incapable of eliciting action on its
own.

This picture fits only if the virtuous person’s views about how, in
general, one should behave are susceptible of codification, in princi-
ples apt for serving as major premises in syllogisms of the sort envis-
aged. But to an unprejudiced eye it should seem quite implausible
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that any reasonably adult moral outlook admits of any such codifica-
tion. As Aristotle consistently says, the best generalizations about
how one should behave hold only for the most part.!! If one at-
tempted to reduce one’s conception of what virtue requires to a set
of rules, then, however subtle and thoughtful one was in drawing up
the code, cases would inevitably turn up in which a mechanical ap-
plication of the rules would strike one as wrong—and not necessarily
because one had changed one’s mind; rather, one’s mind on the mat-
ter was not susceptible of capture in any universal formula.'?

A deep-rooted prejudice about rationality blocks ready acceptance
of this. A moral outlook is a specific determination of one’s practical
rationality: it shapes one’s views about what reasons one has for act-
ing. Rationality requires consistency; a specific conception of ratio-
nality in a particular area imposes a specific form on the abstract re-
quirement of consistency—a specific view of what counts as going on
doing the same thing here. The prejudice is the idea that acting in the
light of a specific conception of rationality must be explicable in
terms of being guided by a formulable universal principle. This pre-
judice comes under radical attack in Wittgenstein’s discussion, in
Philosophical Investigations, of the concept of following a rule.

Consider an exercise of rationality in which there is a formulable
rule, of which each successive action can be regarded as an applica-
tion, appropriate in the circumstances arrived at: say (Wittgenstein’s
example) extending a series of numbers. We tend to picture under-
standing the instruction “Add 2”—command of the rule for extend-
ing the series 2,4,6,8, . . .—as a psychological mechanism that, aside
from lapses of attention and so forth, churns out the appropriate be-
haviour with the sort of reliability that a physical mechanism, say a
piece of clockwork, might have. If someone is extending the series
correctly, and one takes his behaviour to be compliance with the un-
derstood instruction, then, according to this picture, one has postu-
lated such a psychological mechanism, underlying his behaviour, by
an inference analogous to that whereby one might hypothesize a
physical structure underlying the observable motions of some inani-
mate object. But this picture is profoundly suspect.

11. See, e.g., Nicomachean Ethics 1.3.
12. See Nicomachean Ethics 5.10, especially 1137b19-24.
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What manifests the pictured state of understanding? Suppose the
person says, when asked what he is doing, “Look, ’'m adding 2 each
time”. This apparent manifestation of understanding (or any other)
will have been accompanied, at any point, by at most a finite frag-
ment of the potentially infinite range of behaviour that we want to
say the rule dictates. Thus the evidence for the presence of the pic-
tured state is always compatible with supposing that, on some future
occasion for its exercise, the behaviour elicited by the occasion will
diverge from what we would count as correct. Wittgenstein drama-
tizes this with the example of the person who continues the series,
after 1000, with 1004, 1008, . . .1* If a possibility of the 1004,
1008, . . . type were to be realized (and we could not bring the per-
son to concede that he had simply made a mistake), that would show
that the behaviour hitherto was not guided by the psychological con-
formation that we were picturing as guiding it. The pictured state,
then, always transcends the grounds on which it is allegedly postu-
lated.

There may be an inclination to protest: “This is merely inductive
scepticism about other minds. After all, one knows in one’s own case
that one’s behaviour will not come adrift like that.” But this misses
the point of the argument.

First, if what it is for one’s behaviour to come adrift is for it sud-
denly to seem that everyone else is out of step, then clearly the argu-
ment bears on one’s own case just as much as on the case of others.
(Imagine that the person who goes on with 1004, 1008, . . . had said,
in advance, “I know in my own case that my behaviour will not
come adrift”.)

Second, it is a mistake to interpret the argument as making a scep-
tical point: that one does not know, in the case of another person (or
in one’s own case either, once we have made the first correction),
that the behaviour will not come adrift. The argument is not meant
to suggest that we should be in a state of constant trepidation lest
possibilities of the 1004, 1008, . . . type be realized.!* We are confi-
dent that they will not: the argument aims, not at all to undermine

13. Philosopbical Investigations §185.
14. Nor even that we really understand the supposition that such a thing might hap-
pen. See Barry Stroud, “Wittgenstein and Logical Necessity”.
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this confidence, but to change our conception of its ground and na-
ture. We tend to picture our transition to this confident expectation,
from such grounds as we have, as being mediated by the postulated
psychological mechanism. But we can no more find the putatively
mediating state manifested in the grounds for our expectation than
we can find manifested there the very future occurrences we expect.
Postulating the mediating state is an idle intervening step; it does
nothing to underwrite the confidence of the expectation.

(The content of the expectation is not purely behavioural. We
might have a good scientific argument, mediated by postulation of a
physiological mechanism, for not expecting any particular train of
behaviour, of the 1004, 1008, . . . type, that we might contemplate.
Here postulating the mediating physiological state would not be an
idle intervening step. But the parallel is misleading. We can bring this
out by considering a variant of Wittgenstein’s example, in which, on
reaching 1000, the person goes on as we expect, with 1002,
1004, . . ., but with a sense of dissociation from what he is doing.
What he does no longer strikes him as going on in the same way; it
feels as if a sheer habit has usurped his reason in controlling his be-
haviour. We confidently expect that this sort of thing will not hap-
pen; once again, postulating a psychological mechanism does noth-
ing to underwrite this confidence.)

What is the ground and nature of our confidence? About the com-
petent use of words, Stanley Cavell writes:

We learn and teach words in certain contexts, and then we are ex-
pected, and expect others, to be able to project them into further con-
texts. Nothing insures that this projection will take place (in particular,
not the grasping of universals nor the grasping of books of rules), just
as nothing insures that we will make, and understand, the same projec-
tions. That on the whole we do is a matter of our sharing routes of in-
terest and feeling, modes of response, senses of humor and of signifi-
cance and of fulfilment, of what is outrageous, of what is similar to
what else, what a rebuke, what forgiveness, of when an utterance is an
assertion, when an appeal, when an explanation—all the whirl of or-
ganism Wittgenstein calls “forms of life.” Human speech and activity,
sanity and community, rest upon nothing more, but nothing less, than
this. It is a vision as simple as it is difficult, and as difficult as it is (and
because it is) terrifying.!*

15. Must We Mean What We Say?, p. 52.
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The terror of which Cavell speaks at the end of this marvellous
passage is a sort of vertigo, induced by the thought that there is
nothing but shared forms of life to keep us, as it were, on the rails.
We are inclined to think that is an insufficient foundation for a con-
viction that when we, say, extend a number series, we really are, at
each stage, doing the same thing as before. In this mood, it seems to
us that what Cavell describes cannot be a shared conceptual frame-
work within which something is, given the circumstances, objectively
the correct move;!¢ it looks, rather, like a congruence of subjectivi-
ties, with the congruence not grounded as it would need to be to
amount to an objectivity. So we feel we have lost the objectivity of
(in our case) mathematics (and similarly in other cases). We recoil
from this vertigo into the idea that we are kept on the rails by our
grasp of rules. This idea has a pair of twin components: first, the idea
(as above) that grasp of the rules is a psychological mechanism that
(apart from mechanical failure, which is how we picture mistakes
and so forth) guarantees that we stay in the straight and narrow;
and, second, the idea that the rails—what we engage our mental
wheels with when we come to grasp the rules—are objectively there,
in a way that transcends the “mere” sharing of forms of life (hence,
for instance, platonism about numbers). This composite idea is not
the perception of a truth, but a consoling myth, elicited from us by
our inability to endure the vertigo.

Of course, this casts no doubt on the fact that we can put explana-
tions of particular moves, in the extending of a number series, in a
syllogistic form: universal knowledge of how to extend the series in-
teracts with particular knowledge of where one is in it, to produce a
non-accidentally correct judgement as to what the next number is. In
this case we can formulate the explanation so as to confer on the
judgement explained the compellingness possessed by the conclusion
of a proof. What is wrong is to take that fact to indicate that the ex-
planation lays bare the inexorable workings of a machine: something
whose operations, with our understanding of them, would not de-
pend on the deliverances, in particular cases, of (for instance, and

16. Locating the desired objectivity within the conceptual framework is intended to
leave open, here, the possibility of querying whether the conceptual framework itself is ob-
jectively the right one. If someone wants to reject the question whether this rather than
that moral outlook is objectively correct, he will still want it to be an objective matter
whether one has, say, succeeded in inculcating a particular moral outlook in someone else;
so he will still be susceptible to the vertigo I am describing.
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centrally) that shared sense of what is similar to what else that
Cavell mentions. The truth is that it is only because of our own in-
volvement in our “whirl of organism” that we can understand the
words we produce as conferring that special compellingness on the
judgement explained.

Now it is only this misconception of the deductive paradigm that
leads us to suppose that the operations of any specific conception of
rationality in a particular area—any specific conception of what
counts as doing the same thing—must be deductively explicable; that
is, that there must be a formulable universal principle suited to serve
as major premise in syllogistic explanations of the sort I considered
above.

Consider, for instance, a concept whose application gives rise to
hard cases, in this sense: there are disagreements that resist resolu-
tion by argument, as to whether or not the concept applies. Con-
vinced that one is in the right on a hard case, one will find oneself
saying, as one’s arguments tail off without securing assent, “You
simply aren’t seeing it”, or “But don’t you see?” In such cases the
prejudice takes the form of a dilemma. One horn is that the incon-
clusiveness of one’s arguments stems merely from an inability, in
principle remediable, to articulate what one knows. It is possible, in
principle, to spell out a universal formula that specifies the condi-
tions under which the concept, in the use of it that one has mastered,
is correctly applied. That would elevate one’s argument to deductive-
ness. (If one’s opponent refused to accept the deductive argument’s
major premise, that would show that he had not mastered the same
use of the concept, so that there would be, after all, no substantive
disagreement.) If this assimilation to the deductive paradigm is not
possible, then—this is the other horn of the dilemma—one’s convic-
tion that one is genuinely making a correct application of a concept
(genuinely going on in the same way as before) must be an illusion.
The case is revealed as one that calls, not for finding (seeing) the
right answer to a question about how things are, but (perhaps) for a
creative decision as to what to say.!” Thus: either the case is not re-
ally a hard case, since sufficient ingenuity in the construction of ar-

17. Why not abandon the whole practice as fraudulent? In some cases something may
need to be said: for instance by a judge, in a lawsuit. Against the view that in legal hard
cases judges are free to make the law, see Ronald Dworkin, “Hard Cases”.
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guments will resolve it; or, if its hardness is ineliminable, that shows
that the issue cannot, after all, be one about whether an application
of a concept is correct.

In a hard case, the issue turns on that appreciation of the particu-
lar instance whose absence is deplored, in “You simply aren’t seeing
it”, or that is unsuccessfully appealed to, in “But don’t you see?”
The dilemma reflects the view that a putative judgement that is
grounded in nothing firmer than that cannot really be going on in
the same way as before. This is an avoidance of vertigo. The thought
is: there is not enough there to constitute the rails on which a gen-
uine series of consistent applications of a concept must run. But in
fact it is an illusion to suppose that the first horn of the dilemma
yields a way of preserving from risk of vertigo the conviction that we
are dealing with genuine concept-application. The illusion is the mis-
conception of the deductive paradigm: the idea that deductive explic-
ability characterizes an exercise of reason in which it is, as it were,
automatically compelling, without dependence on our partially
shared “whirl of organism”. The dilemma registers a refusal to ac-
cept that when the dependence that induces vertigo is out in the
open, in the appeal to appreciation, we can genuinely be going on in
the same way; but the paradigm of a genuine case, that with which
the rejected case is unfavourably compared, has the same depen-
dence, only less obviously.!®

Contemplating the dependence should not induce vertigo at all.
We cannot be whole-heartedly engaged in the relevant parts of the
“whirl of organism”, and at the same time achieve the detachment
necessary in order to query whether our unreflective view of what we
are doing is illusory. The cure for the vertigo, then, is to give up the
idea that philosophical thought, about the sorts of practice in ques-
tion, should be undertaken at some external standpoint, outside our
immersion in our familiar forms of life.!® If this cure works where
explanations of exercises of rationality conform to the deductive par-
adigm, it should be no less efficacious where we explicitly appeal to

18. In the rejected case, the dependence is out in the open in an especially perturbing
form, in that the occasional failure of the appeal to appreciation brings out how the
“whirl of organism” is only partly shared; whereas there are no hard cases in mathemat-
ics. This is indeed a significant fact about mathematics. But its significance is not that
mathematics is immune from the dependence.

19. I am not suggesting that effecting this cure is a simple matter.
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appreciation of the particular instance in inviting acceptance of our
judgments. And its efficacy in cases of the second kind is direct. Only
the illusion that the deductive cases are immune can make it seem
that, in order to effect the cure in cases of the second kind, we must
first eliminate explicit dependence on appreciation, by assimilating
them, as the prejudice requires, to the deductive paradigm.

If we make the assimilation, we adopt a position in which it is es-
pecially clear that our picture of a psychological mechanism, under-
lying a series of exercises of rationality, is a picture of something that
transcends the grounds on which it is ascribed to anyone. In the
cases in question, no one can express the envisaged universal for-
mula. This transcendence poses difficulties about the acquisition of
the pictured state. We are inclined to be impressed by the sparseness
of the teaching that leaves someone capable of autonomously going
on in the same way. All that happens is that the pupil is told, or
shown, what to do in a few instances, with some surrounding talk
about why that is the thing to do; the surrounding talk, ex hypothesi
given that we are dealing with a case of the second kind, falls short
of including actual enunciation of a universal principle, mechanical
application of which would constitute correct behaviour in the prac-
tice in question. Yet pupils do acquire a capacity to go on, without
further advice, to novel instances. Impressed by the sparseness of the
teaching, we find this remarkable. But assimilation to the deductive
paradigm leaves it no less remarkable. The assimilation replaces the
question “How is it that the pupil, given that sparse instruction, goes
on to new instances in the right way?” with the question “How is it
that the pupil, given that sparse instruction, divines from it a univer-
sal formula with the right deductive powers?” The second question
is, if anything, less tractable. Addressing the first, we can say: it is a
fact (no doubt a remarkable fact) that, against a background of com-
mon human nature and shared forms of life, one’s sensitivities to
kinds of similarities between situations can be altered and enriched
by just this sort of instruction. This attributes no guesswork to the
learner; whereas no amount of appealing to common human nature
and shared forms of life will free the second question from its pre-
supposition—inevitably imported by assimilation to the deductive—
that the learner is required to make a leap of divination.2’

20. See Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, e.g. §210.

»
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It is not to be supposed that the appreciation of the particular in-
stance that is explicitly appealed to in the second kind of case is a
straightforward or easy attainment on the part of those who have it;
that either, on casual contemplation of an instance, one sees it in the
right light, or else one does not, and is then unreachable by argu-
ment. First, “Don’t you see?” can often be supplemented with words
aimed at persuasion. A skilfully presented characterization of an in-
stance will sometimes bring someone to see it as one wants; or one
can adduce general considerations, for instance about the point of
the concept a particular application of which is in dispute. Given
that the case is one of the second kind, any such arguments will fail
short of rationally necessitating acceptance of their conclusion in the
way a proof does.?! But it is only the prejudice I am attacking that
makes this seem to cast doubt on their status as arguments: that is,
appeals to reason. Second, if effort can induce the needed apprecia-
tion in someone else, it can also take effort to acquire it oneself. Ad-
mitting the dependence on appreciation does not imply that, if some-
one has the sort of specific determination of rationality we are
considering, the right way to handle a given situation will always be
clear to him on unreflective inspection of it.

5. If we resist the prejudice, and respect Aristotle’s belief that a view
of how one should live is not codifiable, what happens to our expla-
nations of a virtuous person’s reliably right judgements as to what he
should do on particular occasions? Aristotle’s notion of the practical
syllogism is obviously meant to apply here; we need to consider how.

The explanations, so far treated as explanations of judgements
about what to do, are equally explanations of actions. The point of
analogy that motivates the quasi-logical label “practical syllogism”
is this. If something might serve as an argument for a theoretical con-
clusion, then it can equally figure in an account of someone’s reasons
for believing that conclusion, with the premises of the argument giv-
ing the content of the psychological states—beliefs, in the theoretical
case—that we cite in the reason-giving explanation. Now actions too
are explained by reasons; that is, by citing psychological states in the

21. If general considerations recommend a universal formula, it will employ terms that
themselves give rise to hard cases.



66 GREEK ETHICS

light of which we can see how acting in the way explained would
have struck the agent as in some way rational. The idea of a practical
syllogism is the idea of an argument-like schema for explanations of
actions, with the “premises”, as in the theoretical case, giving the
content of the psychological states cited in the explanation.??

David Wiggins has given this account of the general shape of a
practical syllogism:

The first or major premise mentions something that can be the subject
of desire, orexis, transmissible to some practical conclusion (i.e., a de-
sire convertible via some available minor premise into action). The sec-
ond premise details a circumstance pertaining to the feasibility, in the
particular situation to which the syllogism is applied, of what must be
done if the claim of the major premise is to be heeded.?®

This schema fits most straightforwardly when reasons are (in a
broad sense) technical: the major premise specifies a determinate

gozal, and the minor premise marks out some action as a means to
24
1t.

The role played by the major premise, in these straightforward ap-
plications of the schema, is to give the content of an orectic psycho-
logical state: something we might conceive as providing the motivat-
ing energy for the actions explained. Aristotle’s idea seems to be that
what fills an analogous role in the explanation of virtuous actions is
the virtuous person’s conception of the sort of life a human being

22. I distinguish practical reason from practical reasoning. From Nicomachean Ethics
1105a28-33, with 1111a15-16, it might seem that virtuous action, in Aristotle’s view,
must be the outcome of reasoning. But this doctrine is both incredible in itself and incon-
sistent with 1117a17-22. So I construe Aristotle’s discussion of deliberation as aimed at
the reconstruction of reasons for action not necessarily thought out in advance; where they
were not thought out in advance, the concept of deliberation applies in an “as if” style. See
John M. Cooper, Reason and Human Good in Aristotle, pp. 5-10. (It will be apparent
that wfhat I say about Aristotle’s views on practical reason runs counter to Cooper’s inter-
pretation at many points. I am less concerned here with what Aristotle actually thought
than with certain philosophical issues; so I have not encumbered this paper with scholarly
controversy.)

23. David Wiggins, “Deliberation and Practical Reason”, p. 227. The passage I have
quoted is an explanation of Aristotle, De Motu Animalium 70129 and ff. My debt to Wig-
gins’s paper will be apparent.

24. There is an inclination to insist on the only, or the best, means. But this is the out-

come of a suspect desire to have instances of the schema that prove that the action ex-
plained is the thing to do.
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should lead.?’ If that conception were codifiable in universal princi-
ples, the explanations would take the deductive shape that is insisted
on by the prejudice I discussed in §4. But the thesis of uncodifiability
means that the envisaged major premise, in a virtue syllogism, can-
not be definitively written down.”® Any attempt to capture it in
words will recapitulate the character of the teaching whereby it
might be instilled: generalizations will be approximate at best, and
examples will need to be taken with the sort of “and so on” that ap-
peals to the co-operation of a hearer who has cottoned on.?’

If someone guides his life by a certain conception of how to live,
then he acts, on particular occasions, so as to fulfil suitable con-
cerns.2® A concern can mesh with a noticed fact about a situation, so
as to account for an action: as, for instance, a concern for the wel-
fare of one’s friends, together with awareness that a friend is in trou-
ble and open to being comforted, can explain missing a pleasant
party in order to talk to the friend. On a suitable occasion, that pair
of psychological states might constitute the core of a satisfying ex-
planation of an action that is in fact virtuous. Nothing more need be
mentioned for the action to have been given a completely intelligible
motivation. In Aristotle’s view, the orectic state cited in an explana-
tion of a virtuous action is the agent’s entire conception of how to
live, rather than just whatever concern it happened to be; and this
may now seem mysterious. But the core explanation, as so far envis-
aged, lacks any indication that the action explained conformed to
the agent’s conception of how to live. The core explanation would
apply equally to a case of helping one’s friend because one thought it
was, in the circumstances, the thing to do, and to a case of helping
one’s friend in spite of thinking it was not, in the circumstances, the
thing to do.

25. Nicomachean Ethics 1144a31-3.

26. This is distinct from the claim that a person may at any stage be prone to change
his mind. Wiggins appears at some points to run.the two claims together, no doubt be-
cause he is concerned with practical reason generally, and not, as I am, with the expres-
sion in action of a specific conception of how to live. The line between realizing that an
antecedent conception of how to live requires something one had not previously seen it to
require, on the one hand, and modifying one’s conception of how to live, on the other, is
not a sharp one. But I do not want to exploit cases that are most happily described in the
second way.

27. Compare Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations §208.

28. I borrow this excellent term from Wiggins.
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A conception of how one should live is not simply an unorganized
collection of propensities to act, on this or that occasion, in pursuit
of this or that concern. Sometimes there are several concerns, fulfil-
ment of any one of which might, on a suitable occasion, constitute
acting as a certain conception of how to live would dictate, and each
of which, on the occasion at hand, is capable of engaging with a
known fact about the situation and issuing in action. Acting in the
light of a conception of how to live requires selecting and acting on
the right concern. (Compare the end of §1, on the unity of virtue.) So
if an action whose motivation is spelled out in our core explanation
is a manifestation of virtue, more must be true of its agent than just
that on this occasion he acted with that motivation. The core expla-
nation must at least be seen against the background of the agent’s
conception of how to live; and if the situation is one of those on
which any of several concerns might impinge, the conception of how
to live must be capable of actually entering our understanding of the
action, explaining why it was this concern rather than any other that
was drawn into operation.

How does it enter? If the conception of how to live involved a
ranking of concerns, or perhaps a set of rankings each relativized to
some type of situation, the explanation of why one concern was op-
erative rather than another would be straightforward. But uncodifia-
bility rules out laying down such general rankings in advance of all
the predicaments with which life may confront one.

What I have described as selecting the right concern might equally
be described in terms of the minor premise of the core explanation. If
there is more than one concern that might impinge on the situation,
there is more than one fact about the situation that the agent might,
say, dwell on, in such a way as to summon an appropriate concern
into operation. It is by virtue of his seeing this particular fact rather
than that one as the salient fact about the situation that he is moved
to act by this concern rather than that one.?”” This perception of
saliences is the shape taken here by the appreciation of particular
cases that I discussed in §4: something to which the uncodifiability
of an exercise of rationality sometimes compels explicit appeal when
we aim to represent actions as instances of it. A conception of how

29. This use of “salient” follows Wiggins.

to live shows itself, when more than one concern might issue in ac-
tion, in one’s seeing, or being able to be brought to see, one fact
rather than another as salient. And our understanding of such a con-
ception enters into our understanding of actions—the supplementa-
tion that the core explanation needs—by enabling us to share, or at
least comprehend, the agent’s perception of saliences.*

It is not wrong to think of the virtuous person’s judgements about
what to do, or his actions, as explicable by interaction between
knowledge of how to live and particular knowledge about the situa-
tion at hand. (Compare the beginning of §4.) But the thought needs
a more subtle construal than the deductive paradigm allows. With
the core explanations and their supplementations, I have in effect
been treating the complete explanations as coming in two stages. It is
at the first stage—hitherto the supplementation—that knowledge of
how to live interacts with particular knowledge: knowledge, namely,
of all the particular facts capable of engaging with concerns whose
fulfilment would, on occasion, be virtuous. This interaction yields, in
a way that is essentially dependent on appreciation of the particular
case, a view of the situation with one such fact, as it were, in the
foreground. Seen as salient, that fact serves, at the second stage, as
minor premise in a core explanation.®!

6. We can go back now to the non-cognitivist objection that I out-
lined at the end of §3. Awareness that one’s friend is in trouble and
open to being comforted—the psychological state whose content is
the minor premise of our core explanation—can perhaps, for the
sake of argument, be conceded to be the sort of thing that the objec-
tion insists cognitive states must be: something capable of eliciting
action only in conjunction with a non-cognitive state, namely, in our

30. On the importance of appreciation of the particular case, sec Nicomachean Ethics
1142a23-30, 143225-bS. See Wiggins’s discussion of these passages. (For the point of “at
least comprehend”, see n. 33 below.)

31. That the interaction, at the first stage, is with all the potentially reason-yielding
facts about the situation allows us to register that, in the case of, say, courage, the gravity
of the risk, in comparison to the importance of the end to be achieved by facing it, makes
a difference to whether virtue really does require facing it; even though at the second
stage, if the risk is not seen as salient, it is seen as no reason at all for running away. I am
indebted here to Wiggins.
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example, a concern for one’s friends.*? But if someone takes that fact
to be the salient fact about the situation, he is in a psychological
state that is essentially practical. The relevant notion of salience can-
not be understood except in terms of seeing something as a reason
for acting that silences all others (compare §3). So classifying that
state as a cognitive state is just the sort of thing that the objection at-
tacks.

The most natural way to press the objection is to insist on purify-
ing the content of what is genuinely known down to something that
is, in itself, motivationally inert (namely, given the concession above,
that one’s friend is in trouble and open to being comforted); and
then to represent the “perception” of a salience as an amalgam of
the purified awareness with an additional appetitive state. But what
appetitive state? Concern for one’s friends yields only the core expla-
nation, not the explanation in which the “perception” of salience
was to figure. Perhaps the conception of how to live? That is cer-
tainly an orectic state. But, given the thesis of uncodifiability, it is
not intelligible independently of just such appreciation of particular
situations as is involved in the present “perception™ of a salience; so
it is not suitable to serve as an element into which, together with
some genuine awareness, the “perception” could be regarded as
analysable. (This non-cognitivist strategy is reflected in assimilation
to the deductive paradigm: that the assimilation is congenial to the
non-cognitivist objection was noted early in §4. The failure of the
strategy is reflected in the failure of the assimilation, given the thesis
of uncodifiability.)

If we feel the vertigo that I discussed in §4, it is out of distaste for
the idea that a manifestation of reason might be recognizable as such
only from within the practice whose status is in question. We are in-
clined to think there ought to be a neutral external standpoint from
which the rationality of any genuine exercise of reason could be
demonstrated. Now we might understand the objection to be de-
manding a non-cognitive extra that would be analogous to hunger:
an appetitive state whose possession by anyone is intelligible in its
own right, not itself open to assessment as rational or irrational, but
conferring an obvious rationality, recognizable from outside, on be-

32. Actually this is open to question, because of special properties of the notion of a
friend.
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haviour engaged in with a view to its gratification. In that case it is
clear how the objection expresses the craving for a kind of rational-
ity independently demonstrable as such. However, it is highly im-
plausible that all the concerns that motivate virtuous actions are in-
telligible, one by one, independently of appreciating a virtuous
person’s distinctive way of seeing situations. And even if they were,
the various particular concerns figure only in the core explanations.
We do not fully understand a virtuous person’s actions—we do not
see the consistency in them—unless we can supplement the core ex-
planations with a grasp of his conception of how to live. And though
this is to credit him with an orectic state, it is not to credit him with
an externally intelligible over-arching desire; for we cannot under-
stand the content of the orectic state from the envisaged external
standpoint. It is, rather, to comprehend, essentially from within, the
virtuous person’s distinctive way of viewing particular situations.*?

The rationality of virtue, then, is not demonstrable from an exter-
nal standpoint. But to suppose that it ought to be is only a version of
the prejudice that I discussed in §4. It is only an illusion that our par-
adigm of reason, deductive argument, has its rationality discernible
from a standpoint that is not necessarily located within the practice
itself.

7. Although perceptions of saliences resist decomposition into
“pure” awareness together with appetitive states, there is an inclina-
tion to insist, nevertheless, that they cannot be genuinely cognitive
states. We can be got into a cast of mind in which—as it seems to
us—we have these problematic perceptions, only because we can be

33. The qualification “essentially” is to allow for the possibility that one might appre-
ciate what it is like to be inside a way of thinking without actually being inside it, on the
basis of a sufficient affinity between it and a way of thinking of one’s own. These consid-
erations about externally intelligible desires bear on Philippa Foot’s thesis, in “Morality as
a System of Hypothetical Imperatives”, that morality should be construed, or recast, in
terms of hypothetical imperatives, on pain of being fraudulent. Her negative arguments
seem to me to be analogous to an exposé of the emptiness of platonism, as affording a
foundation for mathematical practice external to the practice itself. In the mathematical
case it is not a correct response to look for another external guarantee of the rationality of
the practice, but that seems to me to be just what Mrs Foot’s positive suggestion amounts
to in the case of morality. (If the desires are not externally intelligible, the label “hypothet-
ical imperatives” loses its point.) See, further, Essay 4 below.
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brought to care about certain things; hence, ultimately, only because
of certain antecedent facts about our emotional and appetitive make-
up. This can seem to justify a more subtle non-cognitivism: one that
abandons the claim that the problematic perceptions can be analysed
into cognitive and appetitive components, but insists that, because of
the anthropocentricity of the conceptual apparatus involved, they
are not judgements, true or false, as to how things are in an indepen-
dent reality; and that is what cognitive states are.**

I cannot tackle this subtle non-cognitivism properly now. I suspect
that its origin is a philistine scientism, probably based on the mis-
leading idea that the right of scientific method to rational acceptance
is discernible from a more objective standpoint than that from which
we seem to perceive the saliences. A scientistic conception of reality
is eminently open to dispute. When we ask the metaphysical ques-
tion whether reality is what science can find out about, we cannot,
without begging the question, restrict the materials for an answer to
those that science can countenance. Let the question be an empirical
question, by all means; but the empirical data that would be col-
lected by a careful and sensitive moral phenomenology—no doubt
not a scientific enterprise—are handled quite unsatisfyingly by non-
cognitivism.*’

It would be a mistake to object that stress on appreciation of the
particular, and the absence of a decision procedure, encourages
everyone to pontificate about particular cases. In fact resistance to
non-cognitivism, about the perception of saliences, recommends hu-
mility. If we resist non-cognitivism, we can equate the conceptual
equipment that forms the framework of anything recognizable as a
moral outlook with a capacity to be impressed by certain aspects of
reality. But ethical reality is immensely difficult to see clearly. (Com-
pare the end of §4.) If we are aware of how, for instance, selfish fan-
tasy distorts our vision, we shall not be inclined to be confident that
we have got things right.%

It seems plausible that Plato’s ethical Forms are, in part, at least, a
response to uncodifiability: if one cannot formulate what someone

34. On anthropocentricity, see David Wiggins, “Truth, Invention, and the Meaning of
Life”.

35. See Wiggins, “Truth, Invention, and the Meaning of Life”; and Iris Murdoch, The
Sovereignty of Good.

36. Compare Iris Murdoch, The Sovereignty of Good. I am indebted here to Mark
Platts.
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'has come to know when he cottons on to a practice, say one of con-

cept-application, it is natural to say that he has seen something. Now
in the passage that I quoted in §4, Cavell mentions two ways of
avoiding vertigo: “the grasping of universals” as well as what I have
been concerned with so far, “the grasping of books of rules”. But
though Plato’s Forms are a myth, they are not a consolation, a mere
avoidance of vertigo; vision of them is portrayed as too difficult an
attainment for that to be so. The remoteness of the Form of the

* Good is a metaphorical version of the thesis that value is not in the

world, utterly distinct from the dreary literal version that has ob-
sessed recent moral philosophy. The point of the metaphor is the
colossal difficulty of attaining a capacity to cope clear-sightedly with
the ethical reality that is part of our world. Unlike other philosophi-
cal responses to uncodifiability, this one may actually work towards
moral improvement; negatively, by inducing humility, and positively,
by an inspiring effect akin to that of a religious conversion.”’

8. If the question “How should one live?” could be given a direct
answer in universal terms, the concept of virtue would have only a
secondary place in moral philosophy. But the thesis of uncodifiability
excludes a head-on approach to the question whose urgency gives
ethics its interest. Occasion by occasion, one knows what to do, if
one does, not by applying universal principles but by being a certain
kind of person: one who sees situations in a certain distinctive way.
And there is no dislodging, from the central position they occupy in
the ethical reflection of Plato and Aristotle, questions about the na-
ture and (hardly discussed in this paper) the acquisition of virtue.

It is sometimes complained that Aristotle does not attempt to out-
line a decision procedure for questions about how to behave. But we
have good reason to be suspicious of the assumption that there must
be something to be found along the route he does not follow.*® And
there is plenty for us to do in the area of philosophy of mind where
his different approach locates ethics.

37. This view of Plato is beautifully elaborated by Iris Murdoch.

38. The idea, for instance, that something like utilitarianism must be right looks like a
double avoidance of vertigo: first, in the thought that there must be a decision procedure;
and second, in the reduction of practical rationality, at least in its moral application, to the
pursuit of neutrally intelligible desires.
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REASON, VALUE,
AND REALITY



ESSAY 4

Are Moral Requirements
Hypothetical Imperatives?

1. In “Morality as a System of Hypothetical Imperatives”, Philippa
Foot argues against the Kantian doctrine, and prevailing orthodoxy,
that the requirements of morality are categorical imperatives. She
notes that there is a distinction between a use of “should” in which a
“should” statement needs withdrawing if the action in question can-
not be shown to be ancillary to the agent’s desires or interests, and
one in which that is not so; and that moral uses of “should” are of
the latter sort. She argues, however, that this latter use of “should”
does not mark a categorical imperative in the sense intended in the
orthodox doctrine; for it is found equally in expressions of the re-
quirements of etiquette. Defenders of the orthodoxy, she assumes,
would deny that the requirements of etiquette are categorical imper-
atives, and would ground the denial on the thesis that it is possible,
without irrationality, to question whether one has reason to conform
to them. On this assumption, the orthodoxy amounts to the claim
that such questioning is not possible with morality. But Mrs Foot in-
sists that the claim is false: there is no irrationality in questioning
whether one has reason to act as morality is alleged to require. On
this construal of the orthodoxy, then, a categorical imperative is
something that must, on pain of irrationality, be recognized as a rea-
son for acting; and Mrs Foot’s thesis is that moral requirements are
not categorical imperatives in that sense. She concludes that the re-
quirements of morality exert a rational influence on the will only hy-
pothetically; their influence is conditional on the presence of desires
that are lacked by those who question whether they have reason to
conform.
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I want to agree that one need not manifest irrationality in failing
to see that one has reason to act as morality requires, but I want to
query whether it follows that moral requirements are only hypotheti-
cal imperatives.

2. The terminology calls for some preliminary comment. As Mrs
Foot notes, Kant’s concern was not with imperatives on a strict
grammatical construal of the classification. She concentrates on
judgements expressible with the words “should” or “ought”; but I
prefer to shift attention away from explicitly prescriptive or norma-
tive language altogether.

It seems plausible that if one accepts that one should do some-
thing, one accepts that one has a reason to do it. But the reason is
not expressed by the “should” statement itself. The reason must in-
volve some appropriate specific consideration that could in principle
be cited in support of the “should” statement. Thus, if one does
something because one thinks one should, then unless the thought
that one should is merely accepted on authority, a more illuminating
account of one’s reason will be available, citing the appropriate spe-
cific consideration that one takes to justify the view that one should
act in that way. A formulation of the specific consideration will at
least include a mention of what one takes to be relevant features of
the circumstances in which the action is to be performed.

Now the fundamental difference that I think Kant was aiming at is
one between different ways in which conceptions of circumstances
influence the will; that is, between different ways in which they func-
tion in the explanation of behaviour in terms of the agent’s reasons.
To a virtuous person, certain actions are presented as practically nec-
essary—as Kant might have put it—by his view of certain situations
in which he finds himself. The question is whether his conceptions of
the relevant facts weigh with him only conditionally on his posses-
sion of a desire.

If we think of the requirements of morality as imposed by the cir-
cumstances of action, as they are viewed by agents, rather than by

the associated “should” thoughts, we make it possible to defend the -

thesis that virtuous actions are dictated by non-hypothetical impera-
tives, without committing ourselves to the insane thesis that simply
to say “You should . . .” to someone is enough to give him a reason
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for acting; as if, when he protested “But why should I2”, it was suffi-
cient to reply “You just should, that’s all”.

3. When we explain an action in terms of the agent’s reasons, we
credit him with psychological states given which we can see how doing
what he did, or attempted, would have appeared to him in some
favourable light. A full specification of a reason must make clear how
the reason was capable of motivating; it must contain enough to reveal
the favourable light in which the agent saw his projected action. We
tend to assume that this is effected, quite generally, by the inclusion of
a desire. (Of course a reason that includes a desire can be specified el-
liptically, when the desire is obvious enough not to need mentioning;
as when we explain someone’s taking an umbrella in terms of his belief
that it is likely to rain.) However, it seems to be false that the motivat-
ing power of all reasons derives from their including desires.

Suppose, for instance, that we explain a person’s performance of a
certain action by crediting him with awareness of some fact that
makes it likely (in his view) that acting in that way will be conducive
to his interest. Adverting to his view of the facts may suffice, on its
own, to show us the favourable light in which his action appeared to
him. No doubt we credit him with an appropriate desire, perhaps for
his own future happiness. But the commitment to ascribe such a de-
sire is simply consequential on our taking him to act as he does for
the reason we cite; the desire does not function as an independent
extra component in a full specification of his reason, hitherto omit-
ted by an understandable ellipsis of the obvious, but strictly neces-
sary in order to show how it is that the reason can motivate him.
Properly understood, his belief does that on its own. Thomas Nagel
(in The Possibility of Altruism, pp. 29-30) puts the point like this:

That I have the appropriate desire simply follows from the fact that
these considerations motivate me; if the likelihood that an act will pro-
mote my future happiness motivates me to perform it now, then it is
appropriate to ascribe to me a desire for my own future happiness. But
nothing follows about the role of the desire as a condition contributing
to the motivational efficacy of those considerations.

This passage is quoted in part, and its thesis endorsed, by Mrs Foot
in “Reasons for Action and Desires”.
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Why should the reasons that move people to virtuous behaviour
not be similar to the reasons that move them to prudent behaviour?
To explain an action we regard as virtuous, we typically formulate a
more or less complex characterization of the action’s circumstances
as we take the agent to have conceived them. Why should it not be
the case, here too, that the agent’s conception of the situation, prop-
erly understood, suffices to show us the favourable light in which his
action appeared to him? If we credit him with a suitable desire, then,
as before, that need be no more than a consequence of the fact that
we take his conception of the circumstances to have been his reason
for acting as he did; the desire need not function as an independent
component in the explanation, needed in order to account for the ca-
pacity of the cited reason to influence the agent’s will.

4. There may seem to be a difficulty: might not another person have
exactly the same conception of the circumstances, but see no reason
to act as the virtuous person does? If so, adverting to that conception
of the situation cannot, after all, suffice to show us the favourable
light in which the virtuous person saw his action. Our specification
of his reason must, after all, have been elliptical; a full specification
would need to add an extra psychological state to account for the ac-
tion’s attractiveness to him in particular—namely, surely, a desire.

We can evade this argument by denying its premise: that is, by
taking a special view of the virtuous person’s conception of the cir-
cumstances, according to which it cannot be shared by someone who
sees no reason to act as the virtuous person does.

This may seem problematic. But if one concedes that a conception
of the facts can constitute the whole of a reason for prudent behav-
iour, one is not at liberty to object to the very idea that a view of
how things are might not need supplementing with a desire in order
to reveal the favourable light in which someone saw some action;
and a view with that property surely cannot be shared by someone
who sees no reason to act in the way in question. If we allow this for
prudence, why should we not allow it for morality too?

Suppose someone was incapable of seeing how a fact about the
likely effect of an action on his own future could, on its own, consti-
tute a reason for the action. On some suitable occasion, he might be
unmoved by such a fact. It would not be wrong to say that an ordi-
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narily prudent person, in parallel circumstances, would differ from
him in having a certain desire. But according to the concession, the
desire is not a further component, over and above the prudent per-
son’s conception of the likely effects of his action on his own future,
in the explanation of his prudent behaviour. It is not that the two
people share a certain neutral conception of the facts, but differ in
that one, but not the other, has an independent desire as well, which
combines with that neutral conception of the facts to cast a
favourable light on his acting in a certain way. The desire is ascrib-
able to the prudent person simply in recognition of the fact that his
conception of the likely effects of his action on his own future by it-
self casts a favourable light on his acting as he does. So the admitted
difference in respect of desire should be explicable, like the difference
in respect of action, in terms of a more fundamental difference in re-
spect of how they conceive the facts. .

It is not clear that we really can make sense of the idea of someone
who is otherwise rational but cannot see how facts about his future
can, by themselves, constitute reasons for him to act in various ways.
But to the extent to which the idea does make sense, it seems to be
on just the lines we should expect: we picture him as someone with
an idiosyncratic view of what it is for a fact to concern his own fu-
ture. Perhaps he thinks of the person involved in such a fact as some
future person, connected with the one who is currently deliberating
by links of continuity and resemblance that are too tenuous, in his
view, for it to be anything but arbitrary for the current deliberator to
pay special attention to that future person’s welfare. What is special
about a prudent person is a different understanding of what it is for
a fact to concern his own future. He sees things otherwise in the rele-
vant area; and we comprehend his prudent behaviour by compre-
hending the relevant fragment of his world view, not by appealing to
the desire that is admittedly ascribable to him. That is to be under-
stood, no less than the behaviour is, in terms of the world view.

Why should it not be similar with éxplanations of virtuous behav-
iour in terms of the virtuous person’s conceptions of situations in
which he acts?

~

5. So far I have responded only ad hominem to qualms about the
idea that a conception of how things are might constitute, on its
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own, a reason for virtuous action. That is how it was conceded to be
with prudential reasons, and there is no obvious argument that the

possibility, once granted, should be restricted to prudential consider-

ations. But presumably someone with sufficiently strong doubts
about the case of morality will be encouraged to doubt the whole
idea, and suppose that it cannot be so even with prudential reasons;
he will not be impressed by the thought that, if granted there, the
possibility cannot be dismissed out of hand for the case of morality.

I suppose the general doubt is on these lines. A view of how things
are is a state or disposition of one’s cognitive equipment. But the
psychological states we are considering are to suffice, on their own,
to show how certain actions appeared in a favourable light. That re-
quires that their possession entails a disposition of the possessor’s
will. And will and belief—the appetitive and the cognitive—are dis-
tinct existences; so a state that presents itself as cognitive but entails
an appetitive state must be, after all, only impurely cognitive, and
contain the appetitive state as a part. If such a state strikes its posses-
sor as cognitive, that is because he is projecting his states of will on
to the world (a case of the mind’s propensity to spread itself upon
objects). The appetitive state should be capable in principle of being
analysed out, leaving a neutrally cognitive residue. Thus where it ap-
pears that a conception of how things are exhausts an agent’s reason
for acting in a certain way, an analysed and less misleading formula-
tion of the reason will be bipartite: it will specify, first, a neutral con-
ception of the facts, available equally to someone who sees no reason
to act in the way in question, and second, a desire, which combines
with that conception of the facts to make the action attractive to its
pOssessor.

This paper is primarily addressed to those who are vulnerable to
the ad hominem argument. In their view, since the line of thought I
have just sketched falsifies the workings of prudential explanations
of behaviour, it simply cannot be generally right. In the rest of this
section I shall make some remarks, not ad hominem, about the gen-
eral issue; but a proper discussion is impossible here.

There is room for scepticism about whether it is acceptable to dis-
count the appearances in the way the objection urges. Explanation of
behaviour by reasons purports to show the favourable light in which
an agent saw his action. If it strikes an agent that his reason for act-
ing as he does consists entirely in his conception of the circumstances
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in which he acts, then an explanation that insists on analysing that
seemingly cognitive state into a less problematically cognitive state
combined with a separate desire, while it will show the action as at-
tractive from the standpoint of the psychological states it cites, is not
obviously guaranteed to get the favourable light right. If one accepts
an explanation of the analysing sort, one will not be baffled by in-
ability to find any point one can take the agent to have seen in be-
having as he did; but what leaves one unpuzzled is not thereby
shown to be a correct explanation.

The analysis will nevertheless seem compulsory, if the objection
seems irresistible. If the world is, in itself, motivationally inert, and is
also the proper province of cognitive equipment, it is inescapable
that a strictly cognitive state—a conception of how things are, prop-
erly so called—cannot constitute the whole of a reason for acting.
But the idea of the world as motivationally inert is not an indepen-
dent hard datum. It is simply the metaphysical counterpart of the
thesis that states of will and cognitive states are distinct existences,
which is exactly what is in question.

If a conception of a set of circumstances can suffice on its own to
explain an action, then the world view it exemplifies is certainly not
the kind of thing that could be established by the methods of the nat-
ural sciences. But the notion of the world, or how things are, that is
appropriate in this context is a metaphysical notion, not a scientific
one: world views richer than that of science are not scientific, but not
on that account unscientific (a term of opprobrium for answers other
than those of science to science’s questions). To query their status as
world views on the ground of their not being scientific is to be moti-
vated not by science but by scientism.

6. It is not to be denied that behaviour that is in fact virtuous can in
some cases be found unsurprising through being what one would ex-
pect anyway, given an acceptably ascribed desire that is indepen-
dently intelligible. That is why sheer bafflement at virtuous behav-
iour*ix\l general is very difficult to imagine. At some points even the
rankest outsider would be able to attain a measure of comprehension
of virtuous actions in terms of desires that people just naturally have:
for instance the desire that people related to them in various ways
should not suffer. Such coincidences constitute possible points of
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entry for an outsider trying to work his way into appreciation of a
moral outlook. Similarly, they perhaps partly explain how it is possi-
ble to acquire a moral outlook of one’s own (not the same topic,
since one can understand a moral outlook without sharing it).

What is questionable is whether there need always be an indepen-
dently intelligible desire to whose fulfilment a virtuous action, if ra-
tional at all, can be seen as conducive.

Charitable behaviour aims at an end, namely the good of others.
(See “Morality as a System of Hypothetical Imperatives”, p. 165.) It
does not follow that a full specification of the agent’s reason for a
charitable act would need to add a desire to his conception of the cir-
cumstances in which he acted. For prudent behaviour equally aims at
an end, namely one’s own future happiness. The desire for the good
of others is related to charity as the desire for one’s own future hap-
piness is related to prudence; not, then, as a needed extra ingredient
in formulations of reasons for acting. Rather, the desire is ascribed,
as in the prudential case, simply in recognition of the fact that a
charitable person’s special way of conceiving situations by itself casts
a favourable light on charitable actions. Of course a desire ascribed
in this purely consequential way is not independently intelligible.

It does not seem plausible that any purely natural fellow-feeling or
benevolence, unmediated by the special ways of seeing situations
that are characteristic of charity as it is thought of above, would
issue in behaviour that exactly matched that of a charitable person;
the objects of a purely natural benevolence could not be guaranteed
to coincide in all cases with the good of others as a possessor of the
virtue would conceive it. It seems still less plausible that virtuous be-
haviour in general could be duplicated by means of the outcomes of
independently intelligible desires.

Mrs Foot sometimes seems to suggest that if someone acts in a

way he takes to be morally required, and his behaviour cannot be .

shown to be rational as a case of conformity to a hypothetical im-
perative, then he must be blindly obeying an inculcated code. (See
“Reasons for Action and Desires”, p. 155: “Perhaps we have been
bewitched by the idea that we just do have reason to obey this part
of our moral code”. She does not endorse this thought, which is
about honesty; but she seems to put it forward as the sole alternative
to the thought that we should explain honest behaviour in terms of
desires.) But if we deny that virtuous behaviour can always be ex-
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plained as the outcome of independently intelligible desires, we do
not thereby commit ourselves to its being mere obedience to a code.
There need be no possibility of reducing virtuous behaviour to rules.
In moral upbringing what one learns is not to behave in conformity
with rules of conduct, but to see situations in a special light, as con-
stituting reasons for acting; this perceptual capacity, once acquired,
can be exercised in complex novel circumstances, not necessarily ca-
pable of being foreseen and legislated for by a codifier of the conduct
required by virtue, however wise and thoughtful he might be.

On this view, independently intelligible desires will take an out-
sider only some of the distance towards full understanding of virtu-
ous behaviour. In the first place, there will be some actions that sim-
ply cannot be explained as the outcomes of such desires. Second, if
one sticks with explanations in terms of independently intelligible
d.esnres at the points of entry, where such explanations do make ac-
tions unpuzzling, one will not have the full picture even of those ac-
tions: if they manifest a virtuous person’s distinctive way of seeing
things, they must be explicable also in terms of exercises of that per-
ceptual capacity, which need no supplementing with desires to yield
full specifications of reasons. (This need not imply that the initial ex-
planations, at the points of entry, were wrong. Someone can have
two separate reasons for what he does; perhaps he can do it for both
of them. If so, we need not suppose—as Kant perhaps did—that an
action’s being the outcome of a natural desire disqualifies it as a
manifestation of virtue.)

§4 suggests that if someone could not see the force of prudential
considerations, one might appropriately protest: “You don’t know
what it means for a fact to concern your future.” Rather similarly, in
urging behaviour one takes to be morally required, one finds oneself
saying things like this: “You don’t know what it means that some-
one is shy and sensitive.” Conveying what a circumstance means, in
this loaded sense, is getting someone to see it in the special way in

- which a virtuous person would see it. In the attempt to do so, one

exploits contrivances similar to those one exploits in other areas
Yvhere the task is to back up the injunction “See it like this”: helpful
Juxtapositions of cases, descriptions with carefully chosen terms
and carefully placed emphasis, and the like. (Compare, for instance,
what one might do and say to someone who says “Jazz sounds to
me like a mess, a mere welter of uncoordinated noise”.) No such
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contrivances can be guaranteed success, in the sense that failure
would show irrationality on the part of the audience. That, together
with the importance of rhetorical skills to their successful deploy-
ment, sets them apart from the sorts of thing we typically regard as
paradigms of argument. But these seem insufficient grounds for con-
cluding that they are appeals to passion as opposed to reason; for
concluding that “See it like this” is really a covert invitation to feel,
quite over and above one’s view of the facts, a desire that will com-
bine with one’s belief to recommend acting in the appropriate way.

Failure to see what a circumstance means, in the loaded sense, is
of course compatible with competence, by all ordinary tests, with the
language used to describe the circumstance; that brings out how
Joaded the notion of meaning involved in the protest is. Notice that,
as the example of “shy and sensitive” illustrates, the language u§ed
to express a special reason-constituting conception of a situation
need not be explicitly evaluative.

The question “Why should I conform to the dictates of morality?”
is most naturally understood as asking for an extra-moral motiva-
tion that will be gratified by virtuous behaviour. So understood, thF
question has no answer. What may happen is that someone is
brought to see things as a virtuous person does, and so stops feeling
the need to ask it. Situation by situation, he knows why he should
behave in the relevant ways; but what he now has is a set of answers
to a different interpretation of the question.’

7. We have, then, an apparent contrast between two ways in which
an agent’s view of how things are can function in explaining his ac-
tions. In one, exemplified by the case of taking one’s umbrella (§3),
the agent’s belief about how things are combines with an indepen-
dently intelligible desire to represent the action as a good thing ffom
the agent’s point of view. In the other, a conception of how things
are suffices on its own to show us the favourable light in which the
action appeared. Beliefs about one’s future well-being standardly op-
erate in the second way, according to the concession of §3; so, ac-

1. See pp. 152-3 of D. Z. Phillips, “In Search of the Moral ‘Must’: Mrs Foot’s Fugitive
Thought”—an article from which I profited in writing this paper.
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cording to the suggestion I am making in this paper, do moral rea-
sons.

With reasons that function in the second way, it is not false that
they weigh with people only if they have a certain desire. But that is
just because the ascription of the desire in question follows from the
fact that the reasons weigh as they do. It would be wrong to infer
that the conceptions of situations that constitute the reasons are
available equally to people who are not swayed by them, and weigh
with those who are swayed only contingently on their possession of
an independent desire. That would be to assimilate the second kind
of reason to the first. To preserve the distinction, we should say that
the relevant conceptions are not so much as possessed except by
those whose wills are influenced appropriately. Their status as rea-
sons is hypothetical only in this truistic sense: they sway only those
who have them.,

When we envisaged a person immune to the force of prudential
considerations, we supposed that he might have an idiosyncratic un-
derstanding of what it was for a fact to concern his own future (§4).
Particular facts about his own future, by themselves, would leave
him cold. Now we might imagine equipping him with a separate de-
sire, for the welfare of the future person he takes to be involved in
the relevant facts. Then his conception of those facts might move
him to action, with their influence conditional on his possession of
that extra desire. But the resulting behaviour, only hypothetically
called for by his conception of the facts, would match ordinary pru-
dent behaviour only externally. It would be wrong to conclude that
ordinary prudent behaviour is likewise only hypothetically com-
manded.

Similarly, someone wha lacks a virtuous person’s distinctive view
of a situation might perhaps be artificially induced into a simulacrum
of a virtuous action by equipping him with an independent desire.
His conception of the situation would then be influencing his will hy-
pothetically. But it would be wrong to conclude that a virtuous per-
son’s actions are likewise only hypothetically commanded by his
conceptions of such situations. (§6 suggests, anyway, a special diffi-
culty about the idea that virtuous behaviour might be thus artificially
duplicated across the board.)

According to this position, then, a failure to see reason to act
virtuously stems, not from the lack of a desire on which the rational
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influence of moral requirements is conditional, but from the lack of a
distinctive way of seeing situations. If that perceptual capacity is pos-
sessed and exercised, it yields non-hypothetical reasons for acting.
Now the lack of a perceptual capacity, or failure to exercise it, need
show no irrationality. (It might be argued that not to have the rele-
vant conception of one’s own future, in the prudential case, would
be irrational; but a parallel argument in the moral case would lack
plausibility.) Thus we can grant Mrs Foot’s premise—that it is possi-
ble without irrationality to fail to see reason to act as morality re-
quires—without granting her conclusion—that moral requirements
exert a rational influence on the will only hypothetically. The gap
opens because we have undermined the assumption that a considera-
tion can exert a rational influence on a will otherwise than hypothet-
ically only if it is recognizable as a requirement by all rational peo-
ple.

Mrs Foot thought her opponents would differentiate moral re-
quirements from those of etiquette by claiming that moral require-
ments, unlike those of etiquette, are recognizable as requirements by
all rational people; that is, that they are categorical imperatives in
the sense stipulated by the assumption we have undermined. Obvi-
ously I am not here conforming to that expectation. In respect of not
necessarily impressing any rational person, moral requirements and
the requirements of etiquette are alike, and it is not my intention
here to discuss in detail what makes them different. (Many actions
performed for reasons of etiquette can be explained in terms of be-
witchment by a code. There may be a residue of actions not explica-
ble in that way. It does not seem to me to be obviously absurd, or
destructive of the point of any distinction between categorical and
hypothetical imperatives, to suppose that such residual actions might
be most revealingly explained in terms of non-hypothetically reason-
constituting conceptions of circumstances. One can attribute such
conceptions to others without being compelled oneself; fc?r one can
appreciate how someone might see things a certain way without see-
ing them that way oneself.)

I have said nothing about where the line is to be drawn between
hypothetical and non-hypothetical reasons for action. FoF purposes
of exposition, I have assumed that when one explains taking an um-
brella in terms of the agent’s belief that it will probably rain, the rea-
son specified needs supplementing with a desire. But it would not
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matter if someone insisted that what appears as a desire, in the most
natural filling out of the reason, is actually better regarded as a cog-
nitive state, a colouring of the agent’s view of the world. If it is ad-
mitted that we can make sense of the idea of a reason of the second
sort that I distinguished above, then there is content to the thesis that
moral reasons are of that sort, even if it turns out that there are no
reasons of the first sort.

Note that consequentially ascribed desires are indeed desires. Con-
struing obedience to a categorical imperative as acting for a certain
sort of reason, we can see the obedience as a case of doing what one
wants. So subjection to categorical imperatives, even without the co-
incidences with natural desires that I mentioned in §6, need not be
pictured as a grim servitude.

8. The strategy of this paper must raise the question whether I am
treating prudential considerations as categorical imperatives. (It
would be pleasant if Mrs Foot could be represented as holding that
prudential imperatives are categorical and moral imperatives hypo-
thetical.) The answer depends on which of Kant’s characterizations
of hypothetical imperatives we have in mind.

On the one hand, I interpret the concession of §3 as implying this:
a prudent person’s conception of facts about his own future exerts
an influence on his will in its own right, not contingently upon his
possession of an independent desire.

On the other hand, Kant’s hypothetical imperatives are supposed
to “declare a possible action to be practically necessary as a means
to the attainment of something else that one wills (or that one may
will)”.2 And it is certainly true that prudential considerations typi-
cally recommend actions as means to ends distinct from themselves.

Are not moral imperatives sometimes equally hypothetical in the
second sense? Kant was committed to denying that moral considera-
tions can recommend an action as a means to an end distinct from it-
self, but the denial seems desperately implausible. Perhaps the idea
that one has to exclude means-end reasons from the sphere of virtue
can be explained on the following lines. From the concession of §3,

2. Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, p. 82.
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we can see that if an action’s rationality consists in its conduciveness
to an end distinct from itself (the agent’s future happiness, say), it
does not follow that the willing of the distinct end is a desire intelli-
gible independently of understanding the reason-constituting charac-
ter of facts about such conduciveness. But chough it does not follow,
it would be natural to suppose it does. Kant’s fundamental aim was
to deny that the motivating capacity of moral considerations needs
explaining from outside, in terms of desires that are not intrinsically
moral—that is, to deny that moral requirements are hypothetical im-
peratives in the first sense. Given the natural error, he would think
he had to deny that virtuous behaviour is ever rational as a means to
a distinct end—that is, to deny that moral requirements are ever hy-
pothetical imperatives in the second sense.

9. My suggestion, so far, has been this: one cannot share a virtuous

person’s view of a situation in which it seems to him that virtue re-

quires some action, but see no reason to act in that way. The follow-
ing possibility is still open: one sees reason to act in that way, but
takes the reason to be outweighed by a reason for acting in some
other way. But part of the point of claiming that the requirements of
virtue are categorical imperatives may lie in a rejection of that possi-
bility.

The rejection might stem from the idea that the dictates of virtue
always outweigh reasons for acting otherwise. But I believe a more
interesting ground for it is the idea that the dictates of virtue, if prop-
erly appreciated, are not weighed with other reasons at all, not even
on a scale that always tips on their side. If a situation in which virtue
imposes a requirement is genuinely conceived as such, according to
this view, then considerations that, in the absence of the require-
ment, would have constituted reasons for acting otherwise are si-
lenced altogether—not overridden—by the requirement.

“What shall it profit a man, if he shall gain the whole world, and
lose his soul?” Obviously we are not meant to answer “The profits

are outweighed by counterbalancing losses”. The intended answer is’

“Nothing”. At that price, whatever one might achieve does not

count as profit. Or, in the terminology of reasons: the attractions of -

whatever wickedness might bring do not constitute some reason for
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wickedness, which is, however, overridden by the reasons against it;
rather, given that they are achieved by wickedness, those attractive
outcomes do not count as reasons at all.

10. Aristotle’s thoughts about continence, incontinence, and virtue
involve thinking of the status of the requirements of virtue on those
lines. Perhaps the requirements are not exactly moral requirements,
since Aristotle’s notion of virtue is perhaps not exactly a moral no-
tion. But his view may nevertheless usefully illustrate the structure of
the position that I described in §9, and help to explain the distinc-
tion between silencing and overriding.

For Aristotle, if one needs to overcome an inclination to act other-
wise, in getting oneself to act temperately, then one’s action mani-
fests continence rather than the virtue of temperance. Readers are
apt to be puzzled about how they are meant to think of the virtue. Is
the temperate person’s libido somehow peculiarly undemanding?
Does his inclination to sleep with someone he ought not to sleep
with evaporate under the impact of the thought that he would not
enjoy it at all (why ever not, unless he is not quite human?); or under
the impact of the thought that his enjoyment would be counterbal-
anced by pangs of remorse?

In fact the idea is on these lines. The temperate person need be no

‘less prone to enjoy physical pleasure than anyone else. In suitable

circumstances it will be true that he would enjoy some intemperate
action that is available to him. In the absence of a requirement, the
prospective enjoyment would constitute a reason for going ahead.
But his clear perception of the requirement insulates the prospective
enjoyment—of which, for a satisfying conception of the virtue, we
should want him to have a vivid appreciation—from engaging his in-
clinations at all. Here and now, it does not count for him as any rea-
son for acting in that way.

Virtues such as temperance and courage involve steadfastness in
the face of characteristic sorts of temptation, and it can seem impos-
sible to register that fact without regarding them as cases of con-

tinence. Insisting nevertheless on the distinction between virtue

and continence yields a view of these virtues that has a certain sub-
limity. Their proper manifestation is renouncing, without struggle,
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something that in the abstract one would value highly (physical plea-
sure, security of life and limb). The lack of struggle is ensured by
keeping the attention firmly fixed on what Aristotle calls “the
noble”; not by a weighing of attractions that leads to the conclusion
that on balance the virtuous course is more desirable. (It is true that
the competing course could not really satisfy a virtuous person. But
that is not to say that he judges it on balance less desirable; it records
a consequence of his conviction that in these circumstances the at-
tractions of the competing course count for nothing.) Genuinely
courageous behaviour, on this view, combines a lively awareness of
risk, and a normal valuation of life and health (see Nicomachean
Ethics 3.9), with a sort of serenity; taking harm to be, by definition,
what one has reason to avoid, we can see the serenity as based on the
belief, paradoxical in juxtaposition with the valuing of life and
health, that no harm can come to one by acting thus.

This view of virtue obviously involves a high degree of idealiza-
tion; the best we usually encounter is to some degree tainted with
continence. But in a view of what genuine virtue is, idealization is
not something to be avoided or apologized for.

It is evident that this view of virtue makes incontinence problem-
atic. The weak incontinent person must conceive the circumstances
of his action in a way that, in some sense, matches the way a virtu-
ous person would conceive them, since he knows he is not acting as
virtue demands. But the virtuous person conceives the relevant sorts
of situation in such a way that considerations that would otherwise
be reasons for acting differently are silenced by the recognized re-
quirement. If the incontinent person has such a conception, how can
those considerations make themselves heard by his will, as they do?
Obviously continence poses a parallel difficulty.

The way out is to attenuate the degree to which the continent or
incontinent person’s conception of a situation matches that of a vir-
tuous person. Their inclinations are aroused, as the virtuous person’s
are not, by their awareness of competing attractions: a lively desire
clouds or blurs the focus of their attention on “the noble”.

Curiously enough, if we approach incontinence on these lines, we
entirely disarm one difficulty that threatens it on other approaches.

(I owe this thought to David Wiggins.) Suppose we think of the in-

continent person as failing to act on a judgement “all things consid-
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ered”, in which the motivating potential of alternative actions is reg-
istered by his counting their attractions, suitably weighted, as rea-
sons for acting in those ways. The judgement will have to be that
those reasons are outweighed by the force of the reason for the virtu-
ous action. But now it seems mysterious how one of those alternative
motivations can take charge. Why is its ability to move one not ex-
hausted by the weight it is pictured as bringing to the scale? On the
view I am describing, by contrast, the motivating potential of the
competing attractions has not exerted any influence in forming
the judgement that the person should have acted on—so that, as
above, it might be expected to have used itself up there, and it is
mysterious how it can still have energy to inject after it has been out-
weighed. The virtuous view of what should be done does not so
much as take those attractions into account. So we can think of them
as a potential source of motivating energy, not used up in the forma-
tion of the judgement. There can be a risk that the potential will be
actualized, if the attractions are not insulated, by the clear percep-
tion of a silencing requirement, from engaging the inclinations.

A caveat: notice that the position is not that clear perception of
any moral reason, however weak, silences any reasons of other sorts,
however strong. The reasons that silence are those that mark out ac-
tions as required by virtue. There can be less exigent moral reasons,
and as far as this position goes, they may be overridden.

11. In §8 I left moral and prudential considerations not sharply dis-
tinguished in the manner of their influence on the will. But the view
that those moral reasons that count as imposing requirements are
special, in the way I described in §9 and illustrated in §10, restores a
distinction. On this view, to conceive some relevant fact about one’s
future as an ordinarily prudent person would is not, after all, eo ipso
to take oneself to have a reason for the prudent behaviour that
would normally be recommended by such a fact. If one is clearly
aware of a moral requirement to behave differently, one will not
take the prudential consideration as the reason it would otherwise
be. (It is not plausible to suppose that perception of the moral re-
quirement effects this by tampering with one’s understanding of
what it is for a fact to concern one’s own future.) So prudential
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considerations, on this view, are hypothetical imperatives in a new
sense: their rational influence on the will is conditional, not on a
desire, but on the absence of a clearly grasped moral requirement to
do something else. Moral requirements, by contrast, are not condi-
tional at all: neither on desires nor on the absence of other reasons.

ESSAY 5

Might There Be
External Reasons?

1. This paper is directed to a question that has been posed by
Bernard Williams, in his interesting and insufficiently discussed arti-
cle “Internal and External Reasons”. Statements to the effect that
someone has reason to act in a specified way (say to ¢), or that there
is reason for someone to ¢, are apparently susceptible of two sorts of
interpretation. The first is the internal interpretation, on which the
statement is falsified by the agent’s lack of any “motive which will be
served or furthered by his ¢-ing” (p. 101).! The second is the exter-
nal interpretation, on which that is not so. This is how things seem
at first blush, but Williams argues for a scepticism about whether
reason statements are ever true on the external interpretation.” That
is the question I want to consider. The question is quite abstract and
general, but it is obvious that it bears on a familiar problem that
arises about ethical reasons in particular, in view of the evident pos-
sibility of being left cold by them. The implication of Williams’s
scepticism is that ethical reasons are reasons only for those for
whom they are internal reasons: only for those who have motiva-
tions to which ethical considerations speak, or can be made to speak.

1. As will become clear immediately, this can be understood so as not to require that
the agent is actually motivated towards ¢-ing.

2. One might say: about whether there are any external reasons. Williams allows this
sort of formulation (for instance in his title; I have followed suit in mine). But I shall fol-
low him in treating this only as a convenience; nothing turns on whether we are looking

for a classification of sorts of reasons for action or merely a classification of sorts of things
that can be said.
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2. It is a strength of Williams’s argument that he bases it on a subtle
and flexible conception of the materials available to the internal in-
terpretation. On the crudest understanding of that interpretation, an
agent would have a reason to ¢ only by virtue of having a desire such
that ¢-ing either is its satisfaction or is conducive to its satisfaction as
means to end. I shall note two main ways in which Williams refines
this.

First, about the role of desire. What is required if there is to be an
internal reason is that the action in question is suitably related to an
element in the agent’s “subjective motivational set” (p. 102); and if
the term “desire” is used for all such elements, we must be clear that
this is only a “formal” (or, as one might say, philosopher’s) usage.
Subjective motivational sets are not restricted to what would ordi-
narily be called “desires”; they “can contain such things as disposi-
tions of evaluation, patterns of emotional reaction, personal loyal-
ties, and various projects, as they may be abstractly called,
embodying commitments of the agent” (p. 105).

Second, about what it is for an action to be suitably related to an
element in the agent’s subjective motivational set. The crude view al-
ready allows that an agent can have a reason to ¢ without being ac-
tually motivated to ¢, if he does not realize that ¢-ing is a means to
something he desires. The general idea is that one has reason to do
what practical reasoning, starting from one’s existing motivations,
would reveal that one has reason to do—even if one has not realized
that one has reason to do it. But the effect of the crude view is to
limit the way in which practical reasoning can expand one’s aware-
ness of one’s internal reasons; the expansion is restricted to cases
where practical reasoning brings to light matters whose bearing on
one’s practical situation is, roughly speaking, technical.®> Williams’s
refinement drops this exclusive concentration on means and ends.
The conception of practical reasoning or deliberation involved in his
version of the general idea is much less restricted; he sketches it only
by means of examples. (Such a procedure is unavoidable, he sug-
gests, since “there is an essential indeterminacy in what can be

3. Williams even suggests, on the basis of the fact that “the mere discovery that some

course of action is the causal means to an end is not in itself a piece of practical reasoning”

(p. 104), that the effect is to obliterate practical reasoning from the picture altogether.
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counted a rational deliberative process” [p. 110].) He writes
(p- 104):

A clear example of practical reasoning is that leading to the conclusion
that one has reason to ¢ because ¢-ing would be the most convenient,
economical, pleasant etc. way of satisfying some element in S [the
agent’s subjective motivational set], and this of course is controlled by
other elements in S, if not necessarily in a very clear or determinate
way. But there are much wider possibilities for deliberation, such as:
thinking how the satisfaction of elements in S can be combined, e.g. by
time-ordering; where there is some irresoluble conflict among the ele-
ments of S, considering which one attaches most weight to (which, im-
portantly, does not imply that there is some one commodity of which
they provide varying amounts); or, again, finding constitutive solu-
tions, such as deciding what would make for an entertaining evening,
granted that one wants entertainment.

One important ingredient in this freeing of the idea of practical ra-
tionality from restriction to satisfactions, and means to satisfactions,
of given desires is that Williams is able to insist on the relevance of
imagination to deliberation. By letting his imagination play on an
outcome which he supposes he has reason to promote, an agent
“may come to have some more concrete sense of what would be in-
volved, and lose his desire for it”; conversely, “the imagination can
create new possibilities and new desires” (p. 105).

So the idea is this: what one has reason to do, on the internal in-
terpretation, is whatever one can conclude that one has reason to do
by an exercise of practical reasoning, conceived on these unrestric-
tive lines. Practical reasoning is “a heuristic process, and an imagina-
tive one” (p. 110). The significance of elements in one’s subjective
motivational set is not that one has reason to do only what is con-
ducive to, or constitutes, their satisfaction, but that they “control”
the thinking by which one determines what one has reason to do, in
ways like those exemplified in the long quotation above: ways that it
is impossible to codify in some simple theory.

3. Does this leave any room for the external interpretation?
Williams argues, on the following lines, that it does not.
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Any reason for action must be something that could explain some-
one’s acting in the way for which it is a reason. If a reason did ex-
plain an action, the agent would have a motivation towards acting in
the way in question—a motivation that the reason-giving explana-
tion would spell out. But ex hypothesi an external reason statement
can be true of someone without his actually having any motive that
would be “served or furthered” by his doing what he is said to have
a reason to do—not even one whose relevance to his doing that
would need to be uncovered by deliberation. (This simply spells out
the idea of the external interpretation.) We can reconcile this with
the point that any reason, even an external one, must be potentially
explanatory of action, on these lines. Consider an agent who is not
motivated by an external reason. It must nevertheless be true that
some consideration constitutes a reason for him to act in a certain
way; his not being motivated by it is a matter of his not believing, of
the consideration, that it is a reason to act in that way.* If he came to
believe that, he would come to be motivated. That is, certainly, he
would come to have an internal reason statement true of him. But
this hypothetical internal reason need not pre-empt all the space an
external reason might occupy: we can preserve the external reason if
we can make sense of something that would be true throughout such
a transition, and which is such that we can see how coming to be-
lieve it would be coming to have the motivation that makes the inter-
nal reason statement true.

So we need to consider the transition from not being motivated by
a putatively external reason to being motivated by it. The question is
whether we can make sense of this as coming to believe something
that was true already in advance of the agent’s being motivated.
What “the external reasons theorist” needs, Williams says, is “that
the agent should acquire the motivation because he comes to believe
the reason statement, and that he should do the latter, moreover, be-
cause, in some way, he is considering the matter aright” (pp. 108-9).

At this point Williams makes a claim that is crucial for his argu-
ment (p. 109):

4. There are two possible cases here: one in which the consideration is in view, but not

believed to constitute a reason, and one in which the consideration is not even in view, or,
if in view, not in clear focus.
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If the theorist is to hold on to these conditions, he will, I think, have to
make the condition under which the agent appropriately comes to have
the motivation something like this, that he should deliberate correctly;
and the external reasons statement itself will have to be taken as
roughly equivalent to, or at least as entailing, the claim that if the agent
rationally deliberated, then, whatever motivations he originally had, he
would come to be motivated to ¢.

The effect of this is to represent the external reasons theorist as
committed to returning an affirmative answer to Hume’s question,
whether reason alone can give rise to a motivation. The predicament
itself determines an interpretation for “alone” here. As Williams de-
scribes his position, the external reasons theorist must envisage a
procedure of correct deliberation or reasoning that gives rise to a
motivation, but is not “controlled” by existing motivations, in the
way that figures in the account of internal reasons; for, if the deliber-
ation were thus “controlled” by existing motivations, the reason it
brought to light would simply be an internal reason. So the external
reasons theorist has to envisage the generation of a new motivation
by reason, in an exercise in which the directions it can take are not
determined by the shape of the agent’s prior motivations—an exer-
cise that would be rationally compelling whatever motivations one
started from. As Williams says (p. 109), it is very hard to believe
there could be a kind of reasoning that was pure in this sense—
owing none of its cogency to the specific shape of pre-existing moti-
vations—but nevertheless motivationally efficacious. If the rational
cogency of a piece of deliberation is in no way dependent on prior
motivations, how can we comprehend its giving rise to a new moti-
vation?

4. But need the external reasons theorist fight on this ground?

Let us retrace our steps. We have to consider the transition from
not being motivated by a supposedly -external reason to being moti-
vated by it. The external reasons theorist must suppose the agent ac-
quires the new motivation by coming to believe the external reason
statement. To be an external reason statement, that statement must
have been true all along; in coming to believe it, the agent must be
coming to consider the matter aright. The crucial question is this:
why must the external reasons theorist envisage this transition to
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considering the matter aright as being effected by correct delibera-
tion? He cannot make sense of the motivational effect of the transi-
tion by crediting it to deliberation “controlled” by prior motivations,
since that would merely reveal the reason to be internal. So, if there
must be deliberation—reasoning—that could bring about the transi-
tion, he needs to invent an application of reason in which it can
impel people to action without owing its cogency to the specific
shape of their prior motivations; and this is what Williams rightly
says it is hard to believe in. The argument debars the external rea-
sons theorist from supposing that there is no way to effect the transi-
tion except one that would not count as being swayed by reasons:
for instance (p. 108), being persuaded by moving rhetoric, and, by
implication (p. 110), inspiration and conversion. But what is the
ground for this exclusion?

Williams’s wording may seem to answer this question. To repeat a
passage I have already quoted, he says that what the external reasons
theorist needs is “that the agent should acquire the motivation be-
cause he comes to believe the reason statement, and that he should
do the latter, moreover, because, in some way, he is considering the
matter aright” (pp. 108-9). If “considering the matter aright” fig-
ures, as this suggests, in an explanation of the agent’s coming to be-
lieve the reason statement, suited to reveal the transition as one to a
true belief, it may seem that the phrase must single out and endorse
something like a procedure of argument or reasoning. But in fact all
that the external reasons theorist needs at that point in the argu-
ment—this is quite clear from the rephrasing of it in my last para-
graph—is that in coming to believe the reason statement, the agent is
coming to consider the matter aright. This leaves it quite open how
the transition is effected.

It is worth emphasizing that there need be nothing philosophically
mysterious about the notion of considering matters aright in this
kind of context: no implication of a weird metaphysic, for instance,
in which values or obligations are set over against our subjectivity,
as independent of it as the shapes and sizes of things.® If we think of

5. Here I am in agreement with Simon Blackburn (see, e.g., chaps. 5 and 6 of Spread-

ing the Word); although I do not think it is felicitous to represent the metaphysically unde- .

manding notion of correctness or truth that is in question as a construction on an anti-
realistic base, as in Blackburn’s projectivism.
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ethical upbringing in a roughly Aristotelian way, as a process of ha-
bituation into suitable modes of behaviour, inextricably bound up
with the inculcation of suitably related modes of thought, there is no
mystery about how the process can be the acquisition, simultane-
ously, of a way of seeing things and of a collection of motivational
directions or practical concerns, focused and activated in particular
cases by exercises of the way of seeing things.® And if the upbringing
has gone as it should, we shall want to say that the way of seeing
things—the upshot, if you like, of a moulding of the agent’s subjec-
tivity—involves considering them aright, that is, having a correct
conception of their actual layout. Here talking of having been prop-
erly brought up and talking of considering things aright are two
ways of giving expression to the same assessment, one that would be
up for justification by ethical argument.

Let me emphasize what is implicit in this last sentence: I am using
the notion of proper upbringing only to defuse the threat of meta-
physical peculiarity, not as a foundational element in some sort of
ethical theory—as if we had independent access to what counts as a
good ethical upbringing, and could use that to explain ethical truth
as a property enjoyed by the judgements that a properly brought up
person would make.

What if someone has not been properly brought up? In order to
take seriously the idea that someone who has been properly brought
up tends to consider matters aright in the relevant area, we surely do
not need to embrace the massively implausible implication that
someone who has not been properly brought up—someone who has
slipped through the net, so to speak—can be induced into seeing
things straight by directing some piece of reasoning at him. On the
contrary, reasoning aimed at generating new motivations will surely
stand a chance of working only if it appeals to something in the au-
dience’s existing motivational make-up, in something like the way
exploited in Williams’s account of the internal interpretation; and
the trouble with someone who has in some radical way slipped
through the net is that there may be no such point of leverage for

6. See Nicomachean Ethics, book 2; but no specific Aristotelian detail matters to the
point I am making—what is in question is barely more than common sense. The terminol-
ogy I have used to describe what I allege to be unmysterious in the light of Aristotelian
common sense comes from David Wiggins: see “Deliberation and Practical Reason”.
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reasoning aimed at generating the motivations that are characteristic
of someone who has been properly brought up. What it would take
to get such a person to consider the relevant matters aright, we might
plausibly suppose, is exactly the sort of thing that, according to
Williams’s argument, the external reasons theorist may not appeal
to: something like conversion. Admittedly, it is not straightforwardly
obvious how we should think of this, or some better substitute, as
operating; the bare idea of conversion points at best to a schema for
explanations of shifts of character, and the weight of the explanation
in any real case would rest on our comprehension of the psychic effi-
cacy of the specific converting factor (a religious experience, say).
But it does not seem hopeless to suppose that at least sometimes we
really might be able to understand on these lines how someone who
had slipped through the net might suddenly or gradually become as
if he had been properly brought up, with the interlocking collection
of concerns and way of seeing things that he failed to acquire earlier.
The idea of conversion would function here as the idea of an intelli-
gible shift in motivational orientation that is exactly #ot effected by
inducing a person to discover, by practical reasoning controlled by
existing motivations, some internal reasons that he did not previ-
ously realize he had. But if its upshot is a case of considering matters
aright, why should such a process not count as someone’s being
made aware of some external reasons, reasons that he had all along,
for acting in the relevant ways?

It is plausible, then, that from certain starting-points there is no
rational route—no process of being swayed by reasons—that would
take someone to being as if he had been properly brought up. (Being
properly brought up is not itself a rational route into being that
way.) But this has no evident tendency to disrupt the natural connec-
tion between being that way and considering matters aright. So why
not suppose that the kind of conversion I have envisaged might be a
case of what the external reasons theorist needed: acquisition of a
new motivation by way of acquiring correct beliefs?

5. Williams simply assumes what rules this out, that the external
reasons theorist must envisage a transition to considering matters
aright that would be effected by reasoning. This assumption is held
in place by what Williams takes to be the only point of believing in

.
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external reasons. According to Williams, the external reasons theo-
rist wants to be able to bring a charge of irrationality against anyone
who is not motivated in some direction that the theorist thinks he
should be motivated in; “he wants any rational agent, as such, to ac-
knowledge the requirement to do the thing in question” (p. 110).
There is certainly a recognizable temptation hereabouts. Moralists
in particular are prone to suppose that there must be a knockdown
argument, an appeal to unaided reason, which, if one could only find
it and get people to listen, would force anyone capable of being in-
fluenced by reasons at all into caring about the sorts of things one
ought to care about. In itself this might be no more than a harmless
fantasy (although when the expectation of finding such an argument
is disappointed, this can lead to morality’s seeming problematic in
ways that it should not).” What is in question at present, however, is
a related temptation, which one can see that one should avoid how-
ever optimistic one is about the prospects for the knockdown argu-
ment: the temptation, lacking the knockdown argument as we all do,
to talk as if the argument is out in the open and people who do not
care about the sorts of things they ought to care about are flying in
the face of it. Williams’s excellent point is that an accusation of irra-
tionality that is supposed to convey something on those lines is noth-

ing but “bluff” (p. 111).8

As Williams notes, there are plenty of things that the internal rea-
sons approach allows one to say against someone who is not moti-
vated by the considerations one thinks he should be motivated by:
for instance, “that he is inconsiderate, or cruel, or selfish, or impru-
dent; or that things, and he, would be a lot nicer if he were so moti-
vated” (p. 110). (We can add: that the shape of his motivations re-
veals that he has not been properly brought up.) So what is the point
of holding out for the right to make an accusation of irrationality as
well, if it is not to bluff the person into mending his ways by means
of a fraudulent suggestion that he is flouting considerations that any-
one susceptible to reasons at all would be moved by? Perhaps the an-
swer is “None”; it may be that calling a person “irrational” carries,

7. 1 use “morality” here as a mere variant on “ethics”; the point is not one about the
special topic that Williams discusses in chap. 10 of Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy.

8. A similar point is made by Philippa Foot, in “Morality as a System of Hypothetical
Imperatives”. In Essay 4 above, I try to defend a version of the idea of the categorical im-
perative whose point would not lie in this kind of intellectual dishonesty.
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beyond the possibility of cancellation, the illicit implication that he is
unmoved by something that would move anyone capable of being
moved by reasons at all. (I shall come back to this later.) But even if
we renounce any right to direct an accusation of irrationality against
a person when he is unmoved by considerations we think he should
be moved by, that does not quite settle the question whether, as
Williams puts it at one point (p. 111), “the only rationality of action
is the rationality of internal reasons”.

What is at issue here is the relation between the explanatory role
of the concept of reason and a critical or normative dimension that it
must have. Williams is considering this issue when he raises the ques-
tion (pp. 102-3) whether someone who believes of some petrol that
it is gin, and wants a gin and tonic, should be said to have a reason
to mix the petrol with tonic and drink it. If he does that, we shall
have an explanation, of the reason-giving kind, for his doing what he
does. But Williams suggests that an internal reasons theorist should
not say, on those grounds, that the person does have a reason to
drink the stuff which is in fact petrol:

It looks in the wrong direction, by implying in effect that the internal
reason conception is only concerned with explanation, and not at all
with the agent’s rationality, and this may help to motivate a search for
other sorts of reason which are connected with his rationality. But the
internal reason conception is concerned with the agent’s rationality.
What we can correctly ascribe to him in a third-personal internal rea-
son statement is also what he can ascribe to himself as a result of delib-
eration . . .

Here Williams is making room for a thought on these lines: the ex-
planatory power of reason-giving explanations depends on there
being a critical dimension to the concept of rationality. These expla-
nations do not merely reveal actions as the outcome of some way—
to whose detail we can be indifferent—in which the agent happens to
be internally organized; that the operations of an internal organiza-
tion from which an action is represented as flowing are recognizably
the right kind of operations for the explanation to be of the reason-
giving sort requires that they approximate sufficiently closely to
something in the nature of an ideal.® Reason-giving explanations re-

9. Donald Davidson has written in this connection of the constitutive role of the con-
cept of rationality (in its normative or critical application) in organizing our understanding
of the concepts of common-sense psychology. See Essays on Actions and Events, especially

Might There Be External Reasons? 105

quire a conception of how things ideally would be, sufficiently inde-
pendent of how any actual individual’s psychological economy oper-
ates to serve as the basis for critical assessment of it. In particular,
there must be a potential gap between the ideal and the specific di-
rections in which a given agent’s motivations push him.

Williams secures an independence that conforms to this abstract
description, in the passage I have quoted, by his appeal to delibera-
tion: what practical rationality requires of an agent is not simply
read off from his specific motivations just as they stand (including, in
Williams’s example, a wish to drink some stuff that is in fact petrol),
but is determined, from those motivations, by deliberation, whose
capacity to correct and enrich the specific motivations one starts
with is supposed to open up the necessary gap between actual and
ideal.

But it is open to question whether this puts the right distance be-
tween the basis for criticism of the way an agent’s actions flow from
his psychological states, on the one hand, and the way his psychol-
ogy happens to be, on the other.!® Certainly the appeal to delibera-
tion interposes some space between these things, but the standard is
still, albeit with the indirection that that imposes, fixed by the
agent’s motivations as they stand. There is thus a sense in which it
can be claimed that the resulting picture of the critical dimension of
the concept of practical rationality is psychologistic. That term has
become attached!! to Frege’s reproach against positions that treated
the principles of logic, which we can think of as delineating an im-
portant part of the structure of theoretical rationality, as “laws of
thought” rather than “laws of truth”.!? Frege’s point was, in effect,
that if logic is to be able to stand in judgement over the workings of

Essays 11 and 12. (The point comes out in the plausibility of saying that it would make no
sense to suppose that an explanation was of the reason-giving sort while disallowing the
question how good the reason is for which the agent is said to have acted. This suggests
that Williams did not need to deny that the agent has a reason, in the case he describes: he
could have made the essential point about the importance of the critical dimension of the
concept of rationality by allowing that the agent has a reason, but insisting that the reason
is open to objection.)

10. Of course it is not only (or even, perhaps, primarily) actions that can be criticized
on the basis of a conception of rationality; but the topic of this paper is reasons for action
in particular.

11. See Michael Dummett, Frege: Philosophy of Language.

12. See the opening of “Thoughts”.
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minds, it cannot be constructed out of mere facts about how psycho-
logical transitions take place. One reason, then, for doubting that
“the only rationality of action is the rationality of internal reasons”,
quite distinct from the wish to browbeat people into (for instance,
and especially) morality by a fraudulent accusation of irrationality,
might be the idea that the critical dimension of the notion of practi-
cal rationality requires an analogous transcendence of the mere facts
of individual psychology—even as corrected by the sort of delibera-
tion that the internal reasons conception allows.

Beliefs are not rationally self-contained psychic phenomena, which
could be aggregated just anyhow, with no restrictions on their inter-
relations and their relations to the subject’s world, and still add up
to a state of mind. Theoretical reason, both formal and substantive,
puts limits on the attributions of belief that so much as make sense.
It would get things back to front to think that an adequate concep-
tion of theoretical reason could be derivative from a set of suppos-
edly independent data about the workings of minds. Now a point of
this sort should be applicable to practical no less than to theoretical
reason. Desires, in the broad “formal” sense of ingredients in subjec-
tive motivational sets, are similarly not rationally self-contained psy-
chic phenomena, which can be unproblematically conceived as deter-
minants, from the outside, of the shape that practical reason takes,
for the individual agent whose desires they are.!* But the idea that
“the only rationality of action is the rationality of internal reasons”
seems to involve thinking of the desires (in that sense) from which an
individual agent starts in just this way.

In the context of this kind of refusal to find “the rationality of in-
ternal reasons” sufficient, the idea of not reasoning correctly might
be glossed in terms of not giving a consideration the right weight in
deliberation. On these lines, deliberating correctly would be giving
all relevant considerations the force they are credited with in a cor-
rect picture of one’s practical predicament. This yields a sense in
which to believe an external reason statement is, as Williams indeed
suggests it must be (p. 109), to believe that if the agent deliberated

13. See, again, Davidson, Essays on Actions and Events, especially Essays 11 and 12.
Against the idea of desire as a self-standing phenomenon, so that particular desires stand
in no need of a conception of rationality to underwrite their intelligibility, see G. E. M.
Anscombe’s well-known remarks about wanting a saucer of mud, in Intention, pp. 70-71.
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correctly he would be motivated (of course not necessarily conclu-
sively) in the direction in which the reason points.'* But there is no
implication, as in Williams’s argument, that there must be a delibera-
tive or rational procedure that would lead anyone from not being so
motivated to being so motivated. On the contrary, the transition to
being so motivated is a transition to deliberating correctly, not one
effected by deliberating correctly; effecting the transition may need
some non-rational alteration such as conversion.

Perhaps we can even give a sense to the accusation of irrationality
within this framework. There would now be no question of a bluff,
any more than one need be bluffing if one says, to someone who can-
not find anything to appreciate in, say, twelve-tone music, “You are
missing the reasons there are for seeking out opportunities to hear
this music”. (It might take something like a conversion to bring the
reasons within the person’s notice; there is no suggestion that he is
failing to be swayed by something that would sway anyone capable
of being influenced by reasons at all.) However, it is (at least) diffi-
cult to separate calling someone “irrational” from the suggestion
that he is missing the force of something in the nature of an argu-
ment. (It would be odd to say that a person who finds no reasons to
listen to twelve-tone music is irrational, even though one thinks that
the reasons are there.) So far as I can see, scepticism about the ade-
quacy of the internal reason conception has no need to insist on clas-
sifying people in these terms, and it is probably safest for it not to do
$O.

6. There is no question of my trying to establish the tenability of a
position on these lines in this paper: my main point is only that,
though Williams is surely right about the bluff he attacks, that does
not show that the internal conception of practical reason gives us
everything we want. In this section, I shall very briefly mention some
possible different lines on which a scepticism about external reasons
might be defended, and suggest responses to them.

14. This is essentially the point made by Brad Hooker, “Williams’ Argument Against
External Reasons”; he credits it to Robert Gay. Hooker does not question Williams’s
claim that the transition to being moved by an allegedly external reason would have to be
effected by reasoning.
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On the internal conception, practical reason can be, in a sense,
content-neutral: deliberation is indifferent to the nature of the moti-
vations that constitute input to it, and might be conceived as a pro-
cedure for imposing coherence and practical determinacy on what-
ever collection of prior motivations one presents it with. On an
external conception, by contrast, practical reason is not something
that can be equally well exemplified whatever the content of the mo-
tivations one begins with. If one is tempted to think that the content-
neutrality of deductive rationality ought to generalize over all appli-
cations of reason, one will be inclined to see an argument for the
internal conception here. But the argument would be no stronger
than the case for generalizing that feature of deductive logic. And
surely it is no more obvious that we should expect practical reason
to be content-neutral than it is that we should expect, for instance,
scientific reason to be so.'’

Reasons must be capable of explaining actions; and it can seem
that if we are to find that intelligible, we must conceive practical rea-
son as directing the action-generating efficacy of a collection of moti-
vations that are prior to it, and, as far as rational explanation goes,
simply given. This idea is clearly congenial to the internal concep-
tion. But it rests on what looks like a misconception of the way ac-
tions are explained by reasons, one that assimilates that to the way
events are explained by mechanical forces such as the tension in a
tightly wound spring. One can be suspicious of this assimilation
without threat to the thesis that reason-giving explanations are
causal.’® To respect the truism that reason-giving explanations work
by revealing how actions are motivated, it is not necessary to picture
motivations as antecedent quasi-mechanical sources of energy: in ex-
plaining an action, a reason-giving explanation can equally make the
motivation of the action rationally intelligible, and there is no basis
for insisting that this must be by way of representing that motivation
as the upshot of reason’s channelling a pre-rational motivational
force in a certain direction.!’

The opposition to psychologism I have described pictures practical
predicaments as structured by collections of values that are indepen-

15. Williams himself would clearly have no sympathy with the idea of a purely formal
account of practical reason.

16. For which see Davidson, “Actions, Reasons, and Causes”.

17. See chap. 5 of Thomas Nagel, The Possibility of Altruism.

N i .

Might There Be External Reasons? 109

dent of any individual’s motivational make-up, and this may seem to
reintroduce the threat of a weird metaphysic which I discounted ear-
lier. But this is a mistake. One way to avoid such a metaphysic is to
regard values as reflections or projections of psychological facts in-
volving affect or sentiment, and such a position might indeed have
difficulties in accepting the kind of transcendence I have envisaged.
But in order to acknowledge the constitutive connection of values to
human subjectivity, it is not obligatory to suppose the genealogy of
value can be unravelled, retrospectively, in such a way as to permit
factoring out a contribution made by isolable facts about our indi-
vidual psychology to the evaluative contours of our world. A sane
subjectivism can allow that value transcends independently describ-
able psychological fact.!® ‘

There may seem to be something suspect about the way I have ex-
ploited Williams’s phrase “considering the matter aright”. I sug-
gested that when the supposed external reasons in question are ethi-
cal ones, the assessment expressed in “aright” would be grounded in
ethical argument; and I meant argument internal to some specific
ethical outlook, not argument that would somehow win over some-
one unmoved by what one wants to represent as external reasons.
There is an intelligible temptation to suppose that such a use of
“aright” cannot be more than bluster. That is indeed what it would
be if it were meant somehow to impress outsiders, even in the ab-
sence of any ability to persuade them; that is Williams’s point about
bluff. But I have disavowed any aim of manipulating the notion like
this. Nothing more would be in question, in any particular appeal to
a determinate conception of how the relevant matters are rightly
considered, than confidence in some part of an ethical outlook.
(Ethical external reasons are not external to ethics.) This can seem a
second-grade application of the concept of correctness, but it is open
to question whether we can do better in any region of our thinking.!®
We do not conceive our values as owing their authenticity, and their
relevance to what we do, to our motivational make-up or to any-
thing in the psychological genesis of our coming to have them; and
that, together with our managing to sustain confidence in them

18. See David Wiggins, “A Sensible Subjectivism?”. It was the possibility of a subjec-
tivism of this kind that I had in mind in my remark about projectivism in n. 5 above.

19. Against Williams’s suggestion, in Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, that natural
science is in a relevantly different position, see my “Critical Notice”.
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through reflection, is all it takes for us to suppose they yield reasons
that are not internal in the sense Williams explains. This sustaining
of confidence is fraught with difficulties; but it is a mistake to let a
supposed metaphysical insight, expressed in depreciating the sense of
“aright” available in appraisal of ethical thinking, seem to add to
them.

I began this section as if it were going to be something of a digres-
sion, but in fact I believe the last couple of paragraphs have touched
on what is in one sense the heart of the matter. Williams’s explicit
argument has no deeper foundation than the assumption that the ex-
ternal reasons theorist wants to be entitled to find irrationality when
someone is insensitive to the force of a supposed external reason;
and in its naked form, the assumption seems too transparently flimsy
to be the real basis for his conclusion. It is too easy to drive a wedge
between irrationality and insensitivity to reasons that are neverthe-
less there: recall the case of not appreciating twelve-tone music. But
perhaps we can begin to find it intelligible that this simple point goes
missing if we locate the real foundation of the argument deeper
down, in an idea on these lines: the notion of truth or objectivity, im-
plicit in the appeal to “considering the matter aright™ that the exter-
nal reasons theorist needs, requires beliefs to be capable of being
formed either under the causal control of the circumstances that ren-
der them true or as a result of exercising rationality conceived in
purely procedural terms, as something that can be compelling with-
out need of substantive presuppositions. Beliefs about values or
obligations had better not fall under the first of these disjuncts, on
pain of a weird metaphysic; so, according to this line of thought,
they would have to fall under the second. I do not mean to suggest
that starting here would make the argument against external reasons
any stronger; on the contrary, we might just as well argue by modus
tollens from the continued ease of driving the wedge to the conclu-
sion that there must be something wrong with the disjunction. But
there are familiar philosophical concerns about truth and objectivity
whose operation, in some such form as this, might make it seem that
Williams’s starting assumption would have to be common ground.?
All this, however, is off stage so far as Williams’s article is con-
cerned, and in another sense this section remains simply a digression.

20. The assumption seems to be conceded without question in Christine M. Kors-
gaard’s acute discussion of Williams, in “Skepticism about Practical Reason”.
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7. Williams’s argument depends crucially on the basic premise that a
transition to a correct view of the reasons for acting that apply to an
agent—to considering these matters aright—must be capable of
being effected, for the agent, by reasoning. The internal reasons ap-
proach gives an account of such transitions that represents the possi-
bilities for making them, and therefore the content of a correct view
of reasons, as determined by the motivational orientation from
which the agent in question begins. If one is suspicious of this ac-
count of how a correct view of reasons is determined, one’s only re-
course, given the basic premise, is to postulate a kind of reasoning
that is practical but not shaped by the motivations of those who en-
gage in it; this then looks like a supposed exercise of that bloodless
or dispassionate Reason that stands opposed to Passion in a familiar
and unprepossessing genre of moral psychology, one that Hume
made it difficult to take seriously.

What I have been suggesting is that the basic premise distorts the
issue. In order to urge that there is more substance to practical rea-
son than the internal reasons conception allows, one need not seek
to supplement the internal reasons picture of practical reasoning.
This distinction enables us to decline the choice between, on the one
hand, taking a correct view of an agent’s reasons for acting to be de-
termined (indirectly, via deliberation) by his' “passions” as they
stand—Williams’s internal approach—and, on the other, taking it to
be determined by dispassionate Reason—in effect, the only alterna-
tive Williams allows. We do not need to choose between conceiving
practical reason psychologistically and conceiving it as an au-
tonomous source of motivational energy over and above the “pas-
sions”. This should begin to suggest a proper location for an investi-
gation of practical reason that can accommodate the surely
indubitable relevance of human psychology to what human beings
have reason to do; the right way to think about this topic belongs be-
tween the individualistic psychologism of the internal reasons ap-
proach and the apsychologism, so to speak, of the only alternative
that Williams’s argumentative structure allows.!

21. I am grateful to Annette Baier and Paul Hurley for helpful comments on an earlier
draft. T. M. Scanlon responded to a version of this paper that I delivered to the Eastern
Division of the American Philosophical Association in December 1987, and his remarks
have been very useful (though I have by no means met all his points). More recently, I
have been greatly helped by comments from Jonathan Dancy.




ESSAY 6

Aesthetic Value,
Objectivity, and the
Fabric of the World

1. Aesthetic experience typically presents itself, at least in part, as a
confrontation with value: an awareness of value as something resid-
ing in an object and available to be encountered. It thus invites the
thought that value is, as J. L. Mackie puts it in his Ethics: Inventing
Right and Wrong, “part of the fabric of the world” (p. 15). Mackie
does not dispute, but indeed insists on, this phenomenological claim.
But he contends that the appearance is illusory: value is not found in
the world, but projected into it, a mere reflection of subjective re-
sponses.

Mackie’s concern is primarily with ethical value, but he claims
that “clearly much the same considerations apply to aesthetic and to
moral values” (p. 15). In this paper I want to consider the plausibil-
ity of Mackie’s thesis for the case of aesthetic value in particular.

The issue I mean to raise is not one about the significance of some
putative range of peculiarly aesthetic, or perhaps more generally
evaluative, vocabulary. It may well be true that a helpful critic
rarely, if ever, makes an outright attempt to characterize the value
which, in experiencing the works he discusses as they should be ex-
perienced, one should find in them (as the phenomenology of the ex-
perience tempts us to say). In that case explicitly evaluative terms are
less than centrally important in the vocabulary of criticism. But this
need not suggest that Mackie’s thesis is not fundamental to aesthet-
ics; for it remains plausible that the point of the critic’s activity is to
help his audience towards a proper experience of any work he dis-
cusses (an experience whose content he need not try to formulate ex-
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plicitly), and thus that the critic’s aim is, by a careful directing or fo-
cusing of the audience’s attention to the work, to enable the audi-
ence to find for himself the value there is in it (still speaking as the
phenomenology invites). The question Mackie raises—whether this
is genuinely a matter of finding—has an interest for philosophical
aesthetics that is quite independent of the mildly comical idea that
the subject-matter of aesthetics is a set of judgements in which ob-
jects are explicitly appraised, ranked, or evaluated.

-2. How should we interpret what our aesthetic experience purports,

as it were, to tell us, when it represents value as part of the fabric of

-the world? What is the content of the appearance?

Mackie treats the thesis that value is in the world as interchange-
able with the thesis that value is objective (see, e.g., p. 15). I believe
this is not an innocuous variation of terminology; I think it insinu-
ates, into Mackie’s account of the content of value experience, a spe-
cific and disputable philosophical conception of the world (or the
real, or the factual). This opens the possibility that when Mackie ar-
gues that the phenomenology of value experience embodies an error,
his arguments involve a misconstrual of what the appearances invite
us to believe.

The notion of objectivity that I think Mackie has in mind is one
that would be explained by contrast with a suitable notion of subjec-
tivity. A subjective property, in the relevant sense, is one such that
no adequate conception of what it is for a thing to possess it is avail-

4 able except in terms of how the thing would, in suitable circum-

stances, affect a subject—a sentient being.! (Think of affective prop-
erties like amusingness, or sensory secondary qualities like colours,
according to a familiar conception in which what it is to be, say, red
is not adequately conceived independently of the idea of looking red;
this would preclude identifying the property of being red with a cate-
gorical ground for something’s disposition to look red in suitable cir-
cumstances.) What is objective, in the relevant sense, is what is not

1. Ido not say that a subjective property is one that must be analysed in terms of its ef-
fects on subjects, because of the difficulty of seeing how it can be an analysis of, say,
greenness to characterize it as a disposition to look greer under suitable circumstances
(and how else is the relevant effect to be described?). See §4 below.
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subjective. Thus Mackie’s implied doctrine that whatever is part of
the fabric of the world is objective, if it is interpreted in this way,
amounts to the doctrine that the world is fully describable in terms
of properties that can be understood without essential reference to
their effects on sentient beings. (Categorical grounds for affective or
secondary properties can be part of the fabric of the world, on this
view, even though the subjective properties they sustain cannot.)

Mackie cites two traditional reasons for holding that value is not
in the world, the argument from relativity and the argument from
queerness. (He supplements them with the claim that the illusion he
takes them to reveal, embedded in the phenomenology of value expe-
rience, can be explained in terms of “patterns of objectification”
(pp. 42-6).) Both arguments seem to owe their apparent cogency to
the prior assumption that the world is objective in something like the
sense I have just sketched.

Mackie’s presentation of the argument from relativity (pp. 36-8)
is partly spoiled by a tendency to slide between variation in valuings
from one community to another, or within communities, 'and dis-
agreement in valuings, as if those were the same thing. A shallow
subjectivism might start from the thought that striking differences
between, say, the artefacts of different cultures must result from a
disagreement in valuings. This would yield an argument against any
serious use, in this connection, of the notion of truth or the notior of
the world: at most one of a pair of incompatible sets of valuings
could match the world, and, since there is no unprejudiced way of
telling which, we had better conclude that neither does. But this line
of thought would be very crude. Our appreciating what we do need
not preclude our supposing that there are different values, to which
we are perhaps insensitive, in the artefacts of remote cultures—as if,
when we take the value we find in the objects we appreciate to be
really there in them, we use up all the room the world might afford
for aesthetic merit to occupy. In fact it is remarkable, and hearten-
ing, to what extent, without losing hold of the sensitivities from
which we begin, we can learn to find worth in what seems at first too
alien to appreciate.

I think the argument Mackie intends is not this crude argument,
but one that starts from the fact of variation in valuings (not neces-
sarily amounting to disagreement), and turns on the claim that such
variation is “more readily explained by the hypothesis that [the valu-
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ings] reflect ways of life than by the hypothesis that they reflect per-

~ ceptions . . . of objective values” (p. 37).2 Now the role of a way of
- life, in a plausible story about what presents itself as a sensitivity to

the value in a particular range of aesthetic objects, is no doubt suffi-
ciently analogous to the role of a specific sensory apparatus, in a
plausible story about what presents itself as a sensitivity to (for in-
stance) colours, to warrant the thought that the values are subjective
in something like the sense suggested above.? But this rules out sup-
posing that the sensitivity is just that—a capacity to detect and re-
spond to something that is part of the fabric of the world—only if

- we make the prior assumption that nothing subjective, in that sense,

is found in the world. The word “objective” is essential to Mackie’s
formulation of the hypothesis he wants us to reject; if “objective”
were deleted, it would no longer seem so clear that we have to
choose.*

As for the argument from queerness (pp. 38—42): there would in-
deed be something weird (to put it mildly) about the idea of a prop-
erty that, while retaining the “phenomenal” character of experienced
value, was conceived to be part of the world as objectively character-
ized. It would be as if we tried to construct a conception of amusing-
ness that was fully intelligible otherwise than in terms of the charac-

~ teristic human responses to what is amusing, but nevertheless
. contrived somehow to retain the “phenomenal” aspect of amusing-
ness as we experience it in those responses.’ But the phenomenology

2. 1 have omitted some words that suggest, again, the idea that the divergent percep-
tions would have to be in competition. Certainly any sensible cognitivism would have to
make room for the thought that many of the experiences that purport to be perceptions of
value are, as Mackie says, “seriously inadequate and badly distorted”. But sheer variation
does not itself justify that thought.

3. Membership of a community, or sympathetic understanding of its way of life, would
constitute a point of view, in the extended sense that I am going to introduce in §3 below.
4. What emerges here is the possibility that explaining the perceptions as reflecting

- ways of life might not amount to explaining away what the perceptions purport to dis-

cover in reality.

5. I would sympathize with anyone who found this idea incoherent, whereas Mackie
insists that his target is a thought that is coherent (though, of course, false). This might
cast doubt on my interpretation of Mackie, were it not that this issue about coherence is
duplicated in the case of Mackie’s views about colour. Here he takes it to be coherent,
though false, to suppose that there are colour properties that are not secondary but pri-
mary (thar is, they characterize things independently of their effect on perceivers), but “re-
semble” colours as they figure in our experience (that is, they retain the “phenomenal” as
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of value experience sets up this strain only if we insist on interpreting
it in terms of a conception of the world as objective in the sense I
have sketched.®

What emerges, then, is the prospect of a debate about whether it is
compulsory to accept the equation of the world (what is real or fac-
tual) with what is objective in the relevant sense. If it is not compul-
sory, the phenomenology can be differently understood, so as to be,
perhaps, immune to the traditional arguments. (And if there is no il-
lusion to explain, Mackie’s supplementation of the traditional argu-
ments falls away as superfluous.)

When we consider aesthetic value in particular, there is a special
advantage in shifting discussion away from Mackie’s arguments to
the question whether those arguments attack the right target. The
issue is this: if we grant that we cannot construct a conception of
aesthetic value that is detached from the idea of an experience of an
object’s seeming to have it, any more than we can construct a con-
ception of amusingness that is detached from the idea of the re-
sponses that constitute finding something amusing, are we thereby
debarred from supposing that we find aesthetic value (or amusing-
ness) in the world? This is a general question about the status of
properties that are not conceivable independently of sentient re-
sponses to them. Now the precise nature of the response in question
can vary from case to case. And this means that we can let Mackie’s
harping on the queerness of, in particular, objective prescriptivity
fade into the background; which is an improvement, since “prescrip-

pect of our ordinary notion of colours). Mackie rejects this thought on grounds of ex-
planatory superfluity rather than queerness (though one might well suggest that an argu-
ment from queerness would be pretty effective against it). See Mackie’s Problems from
Locke, pp. 10-11, 18-19. I believe this idea of primary qualities that “resemble” colours
as we see them can seem coherent only in the context of a quite disputable view of how
colours figure in our experience; one that is at variance, moreover, with Mackie’s official
account of that matter.

6. I have ignored the epistemological component of Mackie’s argument from queer-
ness, where he claims that if one holds that value is in the world, one must postulate a spe-
cial faculty (“intuition”) to be what detects it. If the aim is, as Mackie takes it to be, to in-
sist on the existence of primary qualities that “resemble” value properties as we experience
them, it is hard to see how inventing a sense-like faculty would help. For surely values
would seem to stand to any such faculty in the same sort of relation as that in which
colours stand to the faculty of vision, thus remaining stubbornly non-primary.
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tivity” suggests a specific response involving value’s appeal to the
will, and this is at best questionably appropriate for ethical value in
general, and surely inappropriate for aesthetic value.

Mackie claims (p. 43) that the inclination to take value experience
.to be cognitive is less entrenched with aesthetic value than with
- moral value. This strikes me as exactly the reverse of the truth: and I
“think the reason is connected with the irrelevance, or near irrele-
vance, of the will to an account of aesthetic value. The phenomeno-
logy of value experience in general suggests a visual model for our
“dealings with value. In the moral case we are prone to be tempted
-away from that model by the distracting influence of the ¢oncept of
choice or decision; whereas in the aesthetic case—so long as we are
ot corrupted by an easy philosophical assimilation—that tempta-
‘tion is not operative. (I think the temptation should be resisted in the
moral case too, but that is another story.)

3. The conception of the world as objective, in something like the
‘sense I have sketched, is given an explicit and highly illuminating dis-
cussion by Bernard Williams in Descartes: The Project of Pure En-
uiry.” In this section I shall set out some salient features of
- Williams’s discussion, with a view to raising the question whether
the conception he describes can succeed in underwriting Mackie’s
_metaphysically disparaging attitude to values.

. The fundamental idea is the idea of the distinction between reality
' and appearance (see p. 241). The way the world really is must be dis-
' tinguished from ways the world appears to be only because the re-
- cipient of the appearance occupies some local or parochial point of
- view.? An illustration of this distinction, with a literal application of
the notion of a point of view, is afforded by the way we correct for
the angle from which we are observing a plane surface when we
‘form a judgement about its true shape.’ But this use of the notion of

7. See especially pp. 241 and ff.

8. For the phrase “point of view” see, e.g., p. 245. Williams also uses, apparently inter-
changeably with the notion of a point of view, the notion of a perspective (see, e.g.,
P- 243). Ted Cohen persuaded me that this is a misuse of the notion of a perspective. But I
think the attractiveness of the line of thought Williams sets out is not affected.

9. The illustration is not Williams’s; he goes straight to the metaphorical use of the no-
. tion of a point of view.
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a special point of view, as something requiring to be transcended if
we are to achieve a conception of things as they are in themselves,
lends itself naturally to metaphorical extension. Thus it is natural to
think of possession of the special perceptual apparatus involved in
colour vision as constituting a special point of view; and a general-
ization of this line of thought is what underlies the familiar philo-
sophical thought that a description of the world as it really is would
leave out the secondary qualities. Again, a description of something
as amusing issues from a peculiarly human point of view, consti-
tuted, in this case, by certain “human tastes and interests” (p. 243);
and a similar line of thought suggests that amusingness cannot be-
long to a description of things as they are in themselves.

Williams does not explicitly discuss the case of value as such. Per-
haps amusingness is already an example of an aesthetic value. In any
case, the evident analogy between relativity to tastes and interests
and relativity to sensory peculiarities suggests a ready extension to
value of the line of thought Williams spells out about secondary
qualities.

It is natural to wonder whether the idea of transcending special
points of view really makes sense. Surely any conception of reality
we could achieve would still be our conception of reality, from a
point of view we occupied; the idea of a view from nowhere is inco-
herent.!® Williams notices this difficulty, and responds as follows
(p. 244):

.. . there is no suggestion that we should try to describe a world with-
out ourselves using any concepts, or without using concepts which we,
human beings, can understand. The suggestion is that there are possi-
ble descriptions of the world using concepts which are not peculiarly
ours, and not peculiarly relative to our experience. Such a description
would be that which would be arrived at, as C. S. Peirce put it, if scien-
tific enquiry continued long enough: it is the content of that “final
opinion” which Peirce believed that enquiry would inevitably converge
upon, a “final opinion . . . independent not indeed of thought in gen-

eral, but of all that is arbitrary and individual in thought”.!!

10. It is important to remember how far we are from a literal application of the notion
of a point of view. The thought that there cannot be a view from nowhere is not the
Berkeleyan thought that any conception of how things are must be a conception of how
things would strike a possible perceiver.

11. The quotation is from “A Critical Review of Berkeley’s Idealism”, p. 82.
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¢ It is worth making explicit the distinctive character of the view of
L scientific enquiry that Williams here embraces. Scientific enquiry
§ must be conceived as defined by a determinate method—one capable
of yielding its practitioners some sort of assurance that they are on a
path that, if properly followed, would lead at the limit to the ideal
convergence Peirce envisaged. And scientific enquiry, so conceived, is
taken to be a pure mode of investigation of the world, uncontami-
nated in itself by relativity to anything local or parochial. When a
candidate mode of investigation of reality is such that its upshot is
vulnerable to the line of thought exemplified in the discussion of sec-
ondary qualities, someone can always complain, about the view of
reality that candidate yields, “That is merely how things strike us,
constituted as we are”. Facts about ourselves, additional to anything
required of an investigator as such, prevent our achieving, in that
way, an undistorted view of the world as it really is. But it is not so
with scientific enquiry on the Peircean view that Williams endorses.
Not that we cannot be engaged in scientific enquiry and still get
' reality wrong. But that will be because of our own fallibility; or per-
haps because of our distance from the ideal end-point—perhaps
there are some things we cannot get right until we are nearer getting
everything right than we are. The method itself is conceived as in-
trinsically non-distorting; as a pure or transparent mode of access to
reality.

So far we have been considering the conception of the world as it
is in itself, that is, independently of the way it appears from this or
_ that special point of view. What Williams calls “the absolute concep-
¢ tion of reality” is something arrived at by extending the conception
of the world as it is in itself so as to encompass and be able to ex-
plain the various appearances (see p. 245; the extension will be con-
sidered further in §4 below). Now Williams’s need for something to
play the role he envisages for scientific enquiry emerges very clearly
from a dilemma with which he confronts the absolute conception of
reality in an important earlier passage (pp. 64-7). If, on the one
hand, the absolute conception does not involve any determinate sub-
stance (any determinate conception of things as being one way rather
than another), but is a matter of conceiving the world merely as
whatever it is of which the various particular appearances are ap-
pearances, then it would be self-deceptive to suppose we have any-
thing against which we could assess, and in terms of which we could
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explain, the various appearances; as Williams puts it (p. 65), “the
conception of an independent reality . . . slips out of the picture,
leaving us only with a variety of possible representations to measure
against each other, with nothing to mediate between them”. If, on
the other hand, we require the absolute conception to be a determi-
nate conception of the way things are in themselves, then we are vul-
nerable to the worry that attaining such a conception is only attain-
ing another particular point of view, so that all we have is a
conception of how things appear from there—another appearance to
add to the others, not something transcending appearance, in terms
of which all appearances could be explained.

It seems clear that this dilemma can fail to be fatal to the absolute
conception only if we take ourselves to be equipped with a pure or
transparent mode of access to reality as it is in itself, such as is con-
stituted by scientific enquiry on Williams’s Peircean conception. (It
was not inevitable that this abstract requirement should seem to be
met by science, as opposed to, for instance, divine revelation; but in
our culture the casting of science in the necessary role is overwhelm-
ingly natural.) The idea that we have a transparent mode of access to
reality can permit us to occupy something like the second horn of the
dilemma. It entitles us to claim to have, if not “a determinate picture
of what the world is like independent of any knowledge or represen-
tation in thought” (p. 65), at least a determinate picture of a deter-
minate picture of what the world is like in itself,* and an assurance
that at least the general shape of current science’s (first-order) world
view is on the right lines. And the conception of science as transpar-
ent blunts the point of the second horn as Williams presents the
dilemma. The determinacy in the scientific picture of the world does
not carry with it any vulnerability to the accusation that that picture
is only how things appear from another point of view (the scientific
point of view); scientific enquiry is conceived as progressively reveal-
ing to us reality as it is in itself. So the idea of a transparent mode of
access to the world disarms the dilemma. And it seems clear that
nothing else would serve; if the absolute conception is not to be

12. For the retreat to the second-order, compare Williams, p. 301: “a view of the
world (or at least the coherent conception of such a view) which contains a theory of
error: which can explain the possibility of rival views, and of itself”.
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empty (the first horn), it requires the idea of a mode of investigation
that gives us the world itself, as that against which all mere represen-
tations of it are to be measured.

Williams himself does not use the absolute conception of reality in
order to recommend an anti-cognitivist position about the properties
that would be excluded from the Peircean description of the world.
Indeed, he is explicit to the contrary about the case of colour (see
p- 254, n. 19): his claim is not that we can know only what figures in
its own right in the absolute conception of things, but only that our

-knowledge must be “comprehensibly related” to the absolute con-

ception, and this allows, he says, the possibility of knowing that
something is, say, green. But it would be unsurprising if this hospi-
tality to an apparent cognitivism struck someone as a merely superfi-

E cial terminological tolerance. (This would be particularly unsurpris-

ing in someone who was less cautious than Williams is committed to
being about the precise manner in which the non-absolute parts of
our knowledge—or, as such a person might prefer, “knowledge”—
are to be comprehensibly related to the absolute conception of real-
ity. I shall return to Williams’s caution, about the case of colour in
particular, in §4 below.) If the absolute conception is the frame
within which all reflection on our cognitive dealings with the world
must take place, then the contrast between reality and appearance is
irresistibly brought into play—that is, after all, where we began—
with secondary and affective qualities, and value, on the side of the
appearances. Williams indeed speaks with apparent approval of “the
idea . . . that the scientific picture presents the reality of which the
secondary qualities, as perceived, are appearances” (p. 245). Perhaps
it is only a matter of temperament whether one finds it natural at
such a point, as Williams evidently does not, to say not just “appear-
ances” but “mere appearances”. In understanding the inclination to
add “mere”, we can understand how the thesis that all our knowl-
edge must be comprehensibly related to the absolute conception
might seem to leave no room for any substantive objection to
Mackie’s implied doctrine that what is strictly real, or part of the
world, is objective. Perhaps this view might allow a more relaxed use
of “world” or “reality” to pass muster on occasion, if explicitly re-
cognized as non-strict. But the absolute conception cannot let such a
relaxed use pass for all purposes, on pain of blurring the indispens-
able distinction between reality and appearance.
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I conjecture, then, that what seems to justify Mackie’s assumption
that what is real, or part of the world, is objective—or perhaps what
accounts for his not seeing that thesis as something for which a justi-
fication may be demanded—is something like the absolute concep-
tion of reality. But there is room for scepticism about the strength of
any justification it can afford. I shall suggest two different grounds
for scepticism in the two sections that follow.

4, The absolute conception owes what credentials it has, as the
frame for all reflection about our cognitive relations with the world,
to its explanatory aspirations. The conception of the world as it is in
itself is not supposed to be a mere highest common factor, “the most
that a set of very different observers could arrive at, like some cosmic
United Nations resolution” (p. 244). Mere consensus could not by it-
self justify the claim to present the reality of which the non-agreed
residues are appearances. The claim of the conception of the world
as it is independently of observers (the objective conception of the
world) to monopolize the “reality” side of the distinction between
reality and appearance depends on the possibility of extending it so
as to become the absolute conception: that is, extending it so as to
embrace and explain the particular points of view it transcends. (See
especially pp. 245-6.)

But there is room for doubt about this extension. Can the expan-
sion to embrace the various local points of view be undertaken in: the
objective spirit that would be required for its upshot to sustain the
correlation between objectivity and reality? Or would it necessi-
tate—surely defeating the project—that we lapse back from trying to
transcend particular points of view, in order to achieve an undis-
torted picture of reality as it is in itself, into unregenerately occupy-
ing the points of view that were to be transcended?

Take the case of colour. Williams considers an account of colour
properties as dispositions to look red, green, etc., in certain circum-
stances; but he expresses scepticism about it, on the ground that “it
leaves us with the discouraging task of explaining °. . . looks green’
in some way which does not presuppose any prior understanding of
‘.. .is green’” (p. 243). This pessimism seems well placed; and what
it amounts to is the thought that the content of the appearances to be
explained in this case—how it is that things appear from the point of
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view in question—is not so much as intelligible except on the basis
of occupying the point of view. (Not that one has to suppose always
that things are coloured the way they appear to be. But only some-
one who has, or at least might have, a use for “. . . is green” can un-
derstand what it is for something to look green.) Thus an explana-
tion of the appearances in this case would have to address itself
exclusively to occupants of the point of view in question, on pain of
unintelligibility in its formulation of its explicandum. And how
could such an explanation help show us how to transcend that point
of view, let alone help convince us that transcending it is necessary if
we are to achieve a correct conception of our relation to reality?
Williams writes of “understanding . . . , at a general and reflective
level, why things appear variously coloured to various observers”
(p. 242, my emphasis). Of course there is no disputing the possibility
of such understanding, on the basis of information about the behav-
iour of light and the construction of visual equipment. But it seems
to be an illusion tp suppose that such understanding could still be
forthcoming after we had definitively left behind a view of the world
that represents colours as properties things have (it would be a mere
pleonasm to say “really have”): in such a position, we would no
longer understand what it was that we were supposed to be explain-
ing. And it is mysterious how we are to be sustained in our resolve to
abandon, or at least disparage, a point of view by a thought that is
not thinkable anywhere else.
This is not a difficulty about the case of colours alone. Williams
remarks that the problem about colours “is part of a larger question,

- how the partial views and local experiences are themselves to be re-

lated to the world as conceived in independence of them” (p. 244).
The general idea is that in an overarching objective account (the ab-
solute conception of reality), the subjective properties (such as
colours) that figure in common-sense pictures of the world would be
revealed as mere reflections of subjective responses to objective real-
ity, “projected on to the description of the world” (p. 245). To
achieve the overarching objective account, one needs to transcend
the point of view from which a given range of subjective concepts
appears to be required to describe how things are, while nevertheless
retaining as objectively factual the use of those concepts, or some-
thing close enough to them to serve as a basis for the supposed pro-
jection, in describing the content of the experiences characteristic of
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that point of view. This would work if the occurrence of the relevant
predicates in describing the content of the experiences were intelligi-
ble independently of understanding their use to say how (as one
takes it) things are.!® But that is just what Williams is sceptical of in
the case of colour predicates; and the point of the scepticism cannot
be confined to the case of colour, but applies quite generally to the
relation between the notions of appearing thus and so and being thus
and so. There is a general difficulty about the idea that we can firmly
detach subjective properties from objects in the world, eschewing all
need for the idea of an object’s really possessing such a property,
while retaining the thought that such properties “figure in our expe-
rience”, so that we can regard them as projected on to the world
from there. :

Williams returns later in the book to the question what is involved
in incorporating states of consciousness into an objective conception
of the world. In a strikingly illuminating passage, he draws a connec-
tion between the difficulties in a certain familiar model of self-
knowledge, on the one hand, and a misguided attempt to locate the
contents of states of consciousness in the objective world, on the
other (p. 295):

IfI... revert to the third-personal or objective point of view, and try
to form a conception from there of just what is in the world when A is
in pain, the temptation is to try to write into the world, in some hazy
way, the appropriate content of A’s experience—as we might naturally,
but too easily, say: the pain. But in taking the content of A’s experi-
ence, and putting it into the world as a thing we can conceive of as
there, we are in effect trying to abstract from how it is for A, the how it
is and leave it as a fact on its own, which however has the mysterious
property that it is available only to A, and can only be known directly

13. It is important that the predicates have to be used in describing the content of the
experiences. I am not suggesting that there is a problem about the absolute conception’s
capacity to encompass, as a possible explicandum, someone’s inclination to utter the word
“green” when visually confronted with something. But that is not the same as crediting it
with a capacity to encompass the fact that something looks green to someone.

14. The idea may be encouraged by the perennial temptation to fall into a traditional
sense-datum view of perception, which allows the thought that phenomenal redness, say,
is a genuine property of something in the objective world, namely some sense-data. (I
think Mackie’s talk of “resemblance”—see n. § above—really only makes sense in this
sort of context, though it is not the theoretical framework in which Mackie claims to be
operating.)
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to A, though it can be conceived of, guessed at, and so on by others.
But there must be a misconception here. The only perspective on the
contents of A’s consciousness is the perspective of A’s consciousness.
When it is so for A (e.g. it burts for A), the only way of one’s conceiv-
ing the appropriate it is so at all is that of adopting . . . A’s point of
view and putting oneself imaginatively in a state which one expresses
(if it can be verbally expressed) by saying, as A, it is so (e.g. it burts).

But one can fully concede how perceptive this is, while remaining
sceptical about what Williams aims to protect by distinguishing it
from the misconception he discusses here: remaining sceptical, that
is, about the claim that an objective conception of the world can em-
brace the relevant states of consciousness themselves—facts of
Williams’s form it is so for A, where the appropriate it is so has an
essentially phenomenal character. It ought not to be controversial
that such facts can be grasped from a third-personal point of view.
But it does not follow that they are objectively graspable in a sense
that affords any comfort to the absolute conception of reality. It
seems inescapable to suppose that facts of the form in question are
intelligible (third-personally, by all means) only at, or from, a sen-
tient standpoint whose phenomenological character is sufficiently
similar to that of the facts to be understood.’ This is a claim about
the difficulty of finding room in objective reality, not for the ab-
stracted it is so, but for the composite it is so for A. And in the light
of this claim, Williams’s easy equation of “third-personal” with “ob-
jective” (which has to mean “independent of any special point of
view”) seems simply mistaken.

There is, then, a difficulty about the absolute conception’s capac-
ity to encompass the relevant subjective responses; and this raises a
doubt about the absolute conception’s capacity to justify the view

15. This has been argued by Thomas Nagel. See, e.g., his Mortal Questions, p. 172:
“There is a sense in which phenomenological facts are perfectly objective: one person can
know or say of another what the quality of the other’s experience is. They are subjective,
however, in the sense that even this objective ascription of experience is possible only for
someone sufficiently similar to the object of ascription to be able to adopt his point of
view—to understand the ascription in the first person as well as the third, so to speak.”
Nagel’s point is not at all met, as Williams seems to imply at pp. 2967, by the thought
that the totality of objectively graspable facts may determine the facts about conscious-
ness. That thought—which is indeed highly plausible—is quite compatible with the falsity
of any physicalism strong enough to rule out attributive dualism.
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that subjective properties reflect a projection of subjective responses
on to the description of the world.!®

5. The second ground for doubt is over the idea of scientific enquiry
as a transparent mode of access to reality itself. Without falling into
scepticism about the general reliability of science, one may well sus-
pect that there is an element of philosophers’ fantasy in the thought
that the idea of science can yield a conception of an “Archimedean
point” (Williams, p. 67), from which a comparison could be set up
between particular representations of the world and the world it-
self.!” ’

Surely whatever is substantive in any actual view of scientific
method is itself part of a substantive view of what the world is like,
which cannot escape being the product of a particular location in the
history of science. One’s beliefs about which sorts of transactions
with the world yield knowledge of it are not prior to, but part of,
one’s beliefs about what the world is like; necessarily so, since the
transactions themselves take place in the world. If a characterization
of scientific method is to be general enough to be able to survive rad-
ical alterations in scientific theory, it needs to appeal to highly ab-
stract notions like that of simplicity; and such notions acquire deter-
minate content, and practical bite in the selection of one hypothesis
as superior to others, only in the context of some specific beliefs.
What looks simpler against one scientific background would look
more complicated if the theory into which it is to be incorporated
were different. This suggests a difficulty for the idea that scientific
method can yield a conception of the Archimedean point. If we de-
scribe scientific method sufficiently abstractly not to seem vulnerable
to accusations of historical parochialism (supposing we are worrying
about Williams’s dilemma at all), then the description will be insuffi-
ciently determinate to yield the idea of a standpoint from which to
conceive the comparison between particular representations of the

16. I am not under the illusion that this section will have carried any conviction with
anyone whose view of the mental is, in a broad sense, Cartesian. There is something to be
said for including under this label the sort of physicalism Williams envisages at p. 297.
The common feature, which makes the label not inappropriate, is an inability to accept the
point Nagel insists on: namely that mental facts cannot be incorporated into a wholly ob-
jective conception of reality.

17. The idea of such a comparison is of course characteristic of traditional correspon-
dence theories of truth.
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world and the world itself (the idea of a determinate conception of
the world as it is in itself). We shall be impaled on something like the
first horn of Williams’s dilemma. If, on the other hand, we make our
account of scientific method substantive enough for it to be plausible
that it counts as a representation of a determinate representation of
the world, then we shall be impaled (again, supposing that we have a
worry that makes us inclined to think this way at all) on the second
horn of Williams’s dilemma: “open to the reflection, once more, that
that is only one particular representation of [the world], our own,
and that we have no independent point of leverage for raising this
into the absolute representation of reality” (p. 65).!8

Williams seems to suppose that scepticism about the idea of the
Archimedean point could issue only from a relativism whose ulti-
mate tendency would be anti-scientific. A demand that the absolute
conception is meant to satisfy is the demand “that we should be able
to overcome relativism in our view of reality” (p. 301). Again, part
of the point of the absolute conception is that it “would allow us,
when we reflect on our representation of the world as being one
among others, to go beyond merely assessing others, relativistically,
from the standpoint of our own” (p. 211). It is hard to understand
this except as suggesting that if we gave up the idea of the
Archimedean point, we would leave ourselves uncomfortably vulner-
able to some such thought as this: objectively speaking, there is noth-
ing to choose between our own largely scientific view of the world
and (say) some primarily animistic world view that we might have
presented to us, as a possible alternative, by anthropological investi-
gation. (We would be unable to combat the animistic world view ex-
cept “relativistically, from the standpoint of our own”.) But if this
gave us any discomfort, it would depend on our incoherently com-
bining conviction that the Archimedean point is unavailable with the
thought that there ought still to be, so to speak, an “Archimedean”
meaning that we could confer on the words “objectively speak-

ing”.l9 .

18. Williams says (p. 246) that the absolute conception “is not something transcenden-
tal, but is an historical product of consciousness in the world”. But it scems that there
must be something transcendental about the idea of the view from the Archimedean point.
If that view is “an historical product of consciousness in the world”, then the thought of it
does nothing to save us from the dilemma.

19. ‘For a parallel point, see pp. 41-2 of Williams’s own Morality: An Introduction to
Ethics.
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The right response to the claim that all our assessments of truth
are made from the standpoint of a “conceptual system” that is in-
escapably our own is not to despair of our grip on reality but to say,
with Hilary Putnam, “Well? We should use someone else’s concep-
tual system?”?° It is pointless to chafe at the fact that what we be-
lieve is what we believe. We can justify beliefs we hold about how
things are (for instance, combat offered alternatives) only by appeal-
ing to what are in fact further beliefs we hold about how things are;
but it would be a mistake to let this tend to undermine our confi-
dence in the beliefs, or in their possession of a subject-matter largely
independent of themselves—our confidence that we have reality
more or less within our cognitive grasp. Occupation of the second
horn of Williams’s dilemma, unblunted by the idea of a somehow
impersonal and ahistorical mode of access to reality, ought not to
seem to threaten anything we should want to mean by Williams’s
thesis “knowledge is of what is there anyway” (p. 64).

This scepticism about the Archimedean point has no need to ally
itself with the claim that the idea of convergent progress in science is
a myth.?! It is simply that convergence in science occupies a different
position, in the right general picture of our relation to reality, from
the one that Williams envisages. For Williams, the thesis that scien-
tific enquiry converges on the truth plays a metaphysical role, in
serving to introduce the idea of the Archimedean point. Once we
have the idea of the Archimedean point, it is irresistible to suppose
that all genuine truth about the world and our relation to it should
be discernible from there. And since the Archimedean point has been
introduced on the basis of the Peircean conception of scientific en-
quiry, we seem now to have been given a metaphysical foundation
for the view that science constitutes the frame for all reflection on
our relation to reality, and consequently a metaphysical justification
for the projectivist rhetoric that seems forced on us if we try to say
something suitable to such a frame about secondary qualities, affec-
tive qualities, and values. Without the Archimedean point, we can
still usefully distinguish a scientifically objective component within a
world view we can concede to be inescapably ours (giving up the as-

20. Meaning and the Moral Sciences, p. 32.

21. Williams considers this as a source of opposition to the absolute conception; see
p. 248.
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piration to render that component impersonal and ahistorical).
There is nothing to prevent us from using whatever first steps to-
wards Peircean convergence we think we can detect, in the history of
science so far, as an internal check on the content of the objective
component. This would be a scientific rather than metaphysical em-
ployment of the notion of scientific convergence. What we no longer
have is a metaphysical reason to attribute to the objective compo-
nent of our world view the status of a framework within which any
philosophical reflection on the remainder of our view of reality must
take place.

In short: the idea of the Archimedean point, in its Peircean ver-
sion, appears to constitute a metaphysical underpinning for the ten-
dency of science to arrogate to itself final authority over the use of
§ the notion of the world (which is a metaphysical notion, not ex off-
% cio a scientific one); without the idea of the Archimedean point, that
tendency stands revealed as nothing but a familiar scientism—which
we can recognize as such without that relativistic disrespect for sci-
ence itself that Williams rightly deplores.

6. Nothing I have said in this paper casts any doubt on the thesis
that value is not objective in the sense I have attributed to Mackie.
The point is, as I suggested earlier (§2), that if we can disconnect the
notion of the world (or its fabric or furniture) from that notion of
objectivity, then we make it possible to consider different interpreta-
& tions of the claim that value is part of the world, a claim that the
phenomenology of value experience has made attractive to philoso-
phers and ordinary people. Of course this paper is at best a prelimi-
nary to that enquiry.”?

22. In considering these different interpretations, we ought to contemplate the possibil-
ity that we might connect the notion of the world with different notions of objectivity.
One such notion that might repay examination is one according to which an experience is
of an obijective reality if its object is independent of the experience itself. This is something
we might make out to be true of particular experiences of value, even if what they experi-
ence is not independent of value experience in general. And we should ask ourselves
whether something’s being independent of each particular experience might not be enough
to secure as much truth as we want for the thesis that “knowledge is of what is there any-
way”. Again, we ought to consider David Wiggins’s suggestion that convergence need not
be Peircean: that a notion of objectivity suitably explained in terms of a different notion of
convergence does not, after all, exclude from objective reality all features that are subjec-
tive in the sense with which I have been concerned in this paper. (See “What Would Be a
Substantial Theory of Truth?”, especially at pp. 218-9.)
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. It would be pointless to pretend that the correlation between real-
ity and that notion of objectivity is the only obstacle to taking the
phenf)menology of value experience at face value. I have alread

mentioned the difficulties posed by the relation that the experienc}e,
of mora'l value apparently bears to the will (§2 above). A plausible
connection between the experience of aesthetic value and the feeling
9f (in some sense) pleasure generates a problem about aesthetic value
in particular, which might be summed up in this question: how can a
mere feeling constitute an experience in which the world reveals it-
self to us? All I have done in this paper is to try to cast doubt on a

h.ne. of thougbt that would prevent us from finding this question, and
similar questions, so much as worth raising.

ESSAY 7

Values and Secondary Qualities’

1. J. L. Mackie insists that ordinary evaluative thought presents it-
self as a matter of sensitivity to aspects of the world.> And this phe-
nomenological thesis seems correct. When one or another variety of
philosophical . non-cognitivism claims to capture the truth about
what the experience of value is like, or (in a familiar surrogate for
phenomenology’®) about what we mean by our evaluative language,
the claim is never based on careful attention to the lived character of
evaluative thought or discourse. The idea is, rather, that the very
concept of the cognitive or factual rules out the possibility of an
undiluted representation of how things are, enjoying, nevertheless,
the internal relation to “attitudes” or the will that would be needed
for it to count as evaluative.* On this view the phenomenology of

1. This paper grew out of my contributions to a seminar on J. L. Mackie’s Ethics: In-
venting Right and Wrong that I had the privilege of sharing with Mackie and R. M. Hare
in 1978. It was first published in'a volume in Mackie’s honour. I do not believe Mackie
would have found it strange that 1 should pay tribute to a sadly missed colleague by con-
tinuing a strenuous disagreement with him.

2. See Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong, pp. 31-5.

3. An inferior surrogate: it leads us to exaggerate the extent to which expressions of
our sensitivity to values are signalled by the use of a special vocabulary. See Essay 6 above.

4. 1 am trying here to soften a sharpness of focus that Mackie introduces by stressing
the idea of prescriptivity. Mackie’s singleness of vision here has the perhaps unfortunate
effect of discouraging a distinction such as David Wiggins has drawn between “evalua-
tions” and “directives or deliberative (or practical) judgements” (“Truth, Invention, and
the Meaning of Life”, pp. 95-6). My topic here is really the former of these. (It may be,

. however, that the distinction does not after all matter in the way Wiggins suggests; see

n. 46 below.)
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-value would involve a mere incoherence, if it were as Mackie says—a
possibility that then tends (naturally enough) not to be so much as
entertained. But, as Mackie seés, there is no satisfactory justification
for supposing that the factual is, by definition, attitudinatively and
motivationally neutral. This clears away the only obstacle to accept-
ing his phenomenological claim; and the upshot is that non-cogni-
tivism must offer to correct the phenomenology of value, rather than
to give an account of it.}

In Mackie’s view the correction is called for. In this paper I want
to suggest that he attributes an unmerited plausibility to this thesis,
by giving a false picture of what one is committed to if one resists it.

2. Given that Mackie is right about the phenomenology of value, an
attempt to accept the appearances makes it virtually irresistible to
appeal to a perceptual model. Now Mackie holds that the model
must be perceptual awareness of primary qualities. And this makes
it comparatively easy to argue that the appearances are misleading.
For it seems impossible—at least on reflection—to take seriously the
idea of something that is like a primary quality in being simply there,
independently of human sensibility, but is nevertheless intrinsically
(not conditionally on contingencies about human sensibility) such as
to elicit some “attitude” or state of will from someone who becomes
aware of it. Moreover, the primary-quality model turns the episte-
mology of value into mere mystification. The perceptual model is no
more than a model; perception, strictly so called, does not mirror the
role of reason in evaluative thinking, which seems to require us to re-
gard the apprehension of value as an intellectual rather than a
merely sensory matter. But if we are to take account of this, while
preserving the model’s picture of values as brutely and absolutely

5. 1do not believe Simon Blackburn’s “quasi-realism” is a real alternative to this. (See,
e.g., p- 358 of his “Truth, Realism, and the Regulation of Theory™.) In so far as the quasi-
realist holds that the values, in thinking and speaking about which he imitates the prac-
tices supposedly characteristic of realism, are really products of projecting “attitudes” into
the world, he must have a conception of genuine reality—what the values lack and the
things on to which they are projected have. And the phenomenological claim ought to be
that that is what the appearances entice us to attribute to values.

6. See Hume’s Moral Theory, pp. 32, 60-1, 73—4.
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there, it seems that we need to postulate a faculty—”intuition”—
about which all that can be said is that it makes us aware of objec-
tive rational connections; the model itself ensures that there is noth-
ing helpful to say about how such a faculty might work, or why its
deliverances might deserve to count as knowledge.

But why is it supposed that the model must be awareness of pri-
mary qualities rather than secondary qualities? The answer is that
Mackie, following Locke, takes secondary-quality perception, as
conceived by a pre-philosophical consciousness, to involve a projec-
tive error: one analogous to the error he finds in ordinary evaluative
thought. He holds that we are prone to conceive secondary-quality
experience in a way that would be appropriate for experience of pri-
mary qualities. So a pre-philosophical secondary-quality model for
awareness of value would in effect be, after all, a primary-quality
model. And to accept a philosophically corrected secondary-quality
model for the awareness of value would be simply to give up trying
to go along with the appearances.

I believe, however, that this conception of secondary-quality expe-
rience is seriously mistaken.

3. A secondary quality is a property the ascription of which to an
object is not adequately understood except as true, if it is true, in
virtue of the object’s disposition to present a certain sort of percep-
tual appearance: specifically, an appearance characterizable by using
a word for the property itself to say how the object perceptually ap-
pears. Thus an object’s being red is understood as something that
obtains in virtue of the object’s being such as (in certain circum-
stances) to look, precisely, red.

This account of secondary qualities is faithful to one key Lockean
doctrine, namely the identification of secondary qualities with “pow-
ers to produce various sensations in us”.” (The phrase “perceptual
appearance”, with its gloss, goes beyond Locke’s unspecific “sensa-
tions”, but harmlessly; it serves simply to restrict our attention, as

7. An Essay concerning Human Understanding, 2.8.10.,
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Locke’s word may not, to properties that are in a certain obvious
sense perceptible.?)

I have written of what property-ascriptions are understood to be
true in virtue of, rather than of what they are true in virtue of. No
doubt it is true that a given thing is red in virtue of some microscopic
textural property of its surface; but a predication understood only in
such terms—not in terms of how the object would look—would not
be an ascription of the secondary quality of redness.”

Secondary-quality experience presents itself as perceptual aware-
ness of properties genuinely possessed by the objects that confront
one. And there is no general obstacle to taking that appearance at
face value.'® An object’s being such as to look red is independent of
its actually looking red to anyone on any particular occasion; so,
notwithstanding the conceptual connection between being red and
being experienced as red, an experience of something as red can
count as a case of being presented with a property that is there any-
way—there independently of the experience itself." And there is no
evident ground for accusing the appearance of being misleading.
What would one expect it to be like to experience something’s being
such as to look red, if not to experience the thing in question (in the
right circumstances) as looking, precisely, red?

On Mackie’s account, by contrast, to take experiencing something
as red at face value, as a non-misleading awareness of a property
that really confronts one, is to attribute to the object a property that
is “thoroughly objective”,!? in the sense that it does not need to be

8. Being stung by a nettle is an actualization of a power in the nettle that conforms to
Locke’s description, but it seems wrong to regard it as a perception of that power; the ex-
perience lacks a representational character that that would require. (It is implausible that
looking red is intelligible independently of being red; combined with the account of sec-
ondary qualities that I am giving, this sets up a circle. But it is quite unclear that we ought
to have the sort of analytic or definitional aspirations that would make the circle problem-
atic. See Colin McGinn, The Subjective View, pp. 6-8.)

9. See McGinn, pp. 12-14.

10. Of course there is room for the concept of illusion, not only because the senses can
malfunction but also because of the need for a modifier like my “in certain circum-
stances”, in an account of what it is for something to have a secondary quality. (The latter
has no counterpart with primary qualities.)

11. See the discussion of (one interpretation of the notion of) objectivity at pp. 77-8 of
Gareth Evans, “Things Without the Mind”. Throughout this section I am heavily indebted
to this most important paper.

12. Problems from Locke, p. 18.
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understood in terms of experiences that the object is disposed to give
rise to; but which nevertheless resembles redness as it figures in our
experience—this to ensure that the phenomenal character of the ex-
perience need not stand accused of misleadingness, as it would if the
“thoroughly objective” property of which it constituted an aware-
ness were conceived as a microscopic textural basis for the object’s
disposition to look red. This use of the notion of resemblance corre-
sponds to one key element in Locke’s exposition of the concept of a
primary quality.!® In these Lockean terms Mackie’s view amounts to
accusing a naive perceptive consciousness of taking secondary quali-
ties for primary qualities.**

According to Mackie, this conception of primary qualities that re-
semble colours as we see them is coherent; that nothing is character-
ized by such qualities is established by merely empirical argument.'
But is the idea coherent? This would require two things: first, that
colours figure in perceptual experience neutrally, so to speak, rather
than as essentially phenomenal qualities of objects, qualities that
could not be adequately conceived except in terms of how their pos-
sessors would look; and, second, that we command a concept of re-
semblance that would enable us to construct notions of possible pri-
mary qualities out of the idea of resemblance to such neutral
elements of experience. The first of these requirements is quite dubi-
ous. (I shall return to this.) But even if we try to let it pass, the sec-
ond requirement seems impossible. Starting with, say, redness as it
(putatively neutrally) figures in our experience, we are asked to form
the notion of a feature of objects that resembles that, but is ade-
quately conceivable otherwise than in terms of how its possessors
would look (since if it were adequately conceivable only in those
terms it would simply be secondary). But the second part of these in-
structions leaves it wholly mysterious what to make of the first: it
precludes the required resemblance being in phenomenal respects,
but it is quite unclear what other sense we could make of the notion
of resemblance to redness as it figures in our experience. (If we find
no other, we have failed to let the first requirement pass; redness as it

13. An Essay concerning Human Understanding, 2.8.15.
14. See Problems from Locke, p. 16. - I
15. See Problems from Locke, pp. 17-20.
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figures in our experience proves stubbornly phenomenal.)!® T have
indicated how we can make error-free sense of the thought that
colours are authentic objects of perceptual awareness; in the face of
that, it seems a gratuitous slur on perceptual “common sense” to ac-
cuse it of this wildly problematic understanding of itself.

Why is Mackie resolved, nevertheless, to convict “common sense”
of error? Secondary qualities are qualities not adequately conceiv-
able except in terms of certain subjective states, and thus subjective
themselves in a sense that that characterization defines. In the nat-
ural contrast, a primary quality would be objective in the sense that
what it is for something to have it can be adequately understood oth-
erwise than in terms of dispositions to give rise to subjective states.
Now this contrast between objective and subjective is not a contrast
between veridical and illusory experience. But it is easily confused
with a different contrast, in which to call a putative object of aware-
ness “objective” is to say that it is there to be experienced, as op-
posed to being a mere figment of the subjective state that purports to
be an experience of it. If secondary qualities were subjective in the
sense that naturally contrasts with this, naive consciousness would
indeed be wrong about them, and we would need something like
Mackie’s Lockean picture of the error it commits. What is accept-
able, though, is only that secondary qualities are subjective in the
first sense, and it would be simply wrong to suppose this gives any
support to the idea that they are subjective in the second."”

More specifically, Mackie seems insufficiently whole-hearted in an
insight of his about perceptual experiences. In the case of “realistic”
depiction, it makes sense to think of veridicality as a matter of re-
semblance between aspects of a picture and aspects of what it de-
picts.!® Mackie’s insight is that the best hope of a philosophically hy-

16. Compare pp. 56-7 of P. F. Strawson, “Perception and Its Objects”.

17. This is a different way of formulating a point made by McGinn, The Subjective
View, p. 121. Mackie’s phrase “the fabric of the world” belongs with the second sense of
“objective”, but I think his arguments really address only the first. Pace p. 103 of A. W.
Price, “Varieties of Objectivity and Values”, I do not think the phrase can be passed over
as unhelpful, in favour of what the arguments do succeed in establishing, without missing
something that Mackie wanted to say. (A gloss on “objective” as “there to be experi-
enced” does not figure in Price’s inventory of possible interpretations, p. 10. It seems to be
the obvious response to his challenge at pp. 118-9.)

18. I do not say it is correct: scepticism about this is very much to the point. (See Nel-
son Goodman, Languages of Art, chap. 1.)
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gienic interpretation for Locke’s talk of “ideas”, in a perceptual con-
text, is in terms of “intentional objects”: that is, aspects of represen-
tational content—aspects of how things seem to one in the enjoy-
ment of a perceptual experience.!” Now it is an illusion to suppose,
as Mackie does, that this warrants thinking of the relation between a
quality and an “idea” of it on the model of the relation between a
property of a picture’s subject and an aspect of the picture. Explain-
ing “ideas” as “intentional objects” should direct our attention to
the relation between how things are and how an experience repre-
sents them as being—in fact identity, not resemblance, if the repre-
sentation is veridical.?’ Mackie’s Lockean appeal to resemblance fits
something quite different: a relation borne to aspects of how things
are by intrinsic aspects of a bearer of representational content—not
how things are represented to be, but features of an item that does
the representing, with particular aspects of its content carried by par-
ticular aspects of what it is intrinsically (non-representationally)
like.2! Perceptual experiences have representational content; but
nothing in Mackie’s defence of the “intentional objects” gloss on
“ideazsz” would force us to suppose that they have it in that sort of
way.

19. See Problems from Locke, pp. 47-50.

20. When resemblance is in play, it functions as a palliative to lack of veridicality, not
as what veridicality consists in.

21. Intrinsic features of experience, functioning as vehicles for aspects of content, seem

to be taken for granted in Mackie’s discussion of Molyneux’s problem (Problems from
Locke, pp. 28-32). The slide from talk of content to talk that fits only bearers of content
seems to happen also in Mackie’s discussion of truth, in Truth, Probability, and Paradox.
There Mackie suggests that a formulation like “A true statement is one such that the way
things are is the way it represents them as being” makes truth consist in a relation of cor-
respondence (rather than identity) between how things are and how things are represented
as being; pp. 56-7 come too late to undo the damage done by the earlier talk of “compari-
son”, e.g. at pp. 50, 51. (A subject-matter for the talk that fits bearers is unproblematically
available in this case; but Mackie does not mean to be discussing truth as a property of
sentences or utterances.) ‘
22. Indeed, this goes against the spirit of a passage about the word “content” at Prob-
lems from Locke, p. 48. Mackie’s failure to profit from his insight emerges particularly
strikingly in his remarkable claim (Problems from Locke, p. 50) that the “intentional ob-
ject” conception of the content of experience yields an account of perception that is within
the target area of “the stock objections against an argument from an effect to a supposed
cause of a type which is never directly observed”. (Part of the trouble here is a misconcep-
tion of direct realism as a surely forlorn attempt to make perceptual knowledge unprob-
lematic: Problems from Locke, p. 43.)
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The temptation to which Mackie succumbs, to suppose that intrin-
sic features of experience function as vehicles for aspects of represen-
tational content, is indifferent to any distinction between primary
and secondary qualities in the representational significance that these
features supposedly carry. What it is for a colour to figure in experi-
ence and what it is for a shape to figure in experience would be alike,
on this view, in so far as both are a matter of an experience’s having
a certain intrinsic feature. If one wants, within this framework, to
preserve Locke’s intuition that primary-quality experience is distinc-
tive in potentially disclosing the objective properties of things, one
will be naturally led to Locke’s use of the notion of resemblance. But
no notion of resemblance could get us from an essentially experien-
tial state of affairs to the concept of a feature of objects intelligible
otherwise than in terms of how its possessors would strike us. (I ex-
ploited a version of this point against Mackie’s idea of possible pri-
mary qualities answering to “colours as we see them”; it tells equally
against the Lockean conception of shapes.)

If one gives up the Lockean use of resemblance, but retains the
idea that primary and secondary qualities are experientially on a par,
one will be led to suppose that the properties attributed to objects in
the “manifest image” are all equally phenomenal—intelligible, that
is, only in terms of how their possessors are disposed to appear.
Properties that are objective, in the contrasting sense, can then figure
only in the “scientific image”.?> On these lines one altogether loses
hold of Locke’s intuition that primary qualities are distinctive in
being both objective and perceptible.?*

If we want to preserve the intuition, as I believe we should, then
we need to exorcize the idea that what it is for a quality to figure in
experience is for an experience to have a certain intrinsic feature: in
fact I believe we need to reject these supposed vehicles of content al-
together. Then we can say that colours and shapes figure in experi-
ence, not as the representational significance carried by features that
are—being intrinsic features of experience—indifferently subjective

23. The phrases “manifest image” and “scientific image™ are due to Wilfrid Sellars; see
“Philosophy and the Scientific Image of Man”.

24. This is the position of Strawson, “Perception and Its Objects” (and see also his
“Reply to Evans”). I am suggesting a diagnosis, to back up McGinn’s complaint, The Sub-
jective View, p. 124.
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(which makes it hard to see how a difference in respect of objectivity
could show up in their representational significance); but simply as
properties that objects are represented as having, distinctively phe-
nomenal in the one case and not so in the other. (Without the sup-
posed intrinsic features, we should be immune to the illusion that ex-
periences cannot represent objects as having properties that are not
phenomenal—properties that are adequately conceivable otherwise
than in terms of dispositions to produce suitable experiences.)®
What Locke infelicitously tried to yoke together, with his picture of
real resemblances of our “ideas”, can now divide into two notions
that we must insist on keeping separate: first, the possible veridicality
of experience (the objectivity of its object, in the second of the two
senses I distinguished), in respect of which primary and secondary
qualities are on all fours; and, second, the not essentially phenome-
nal character of some properties that experience represents objects as
having (their objectivity in the first sense), which marks off the pri-
mary perceptible qualities from the secondary ones.

In order to deny that a quality’s figuring in experience consists in
an experience’s having a certain intrinsic feature, we do not need to
reject the intrinsic features altogether; it would suffice to insist that a
quality’s figuring in experience consists in an experience’s having a
certain intrinsic feature together with the quality’s being the repre-
sentational significance carried by that feature. But I do not believe
that this yields a position in which accepting the supposed vehicles of
content coheres with a satisfactory account of perception. This posi-
tion would have it that the fact that an experience represents things
as being one way rather than another is strictly additional to the ex-
perience’s intrinsic nature, and so extrinsic to the experience itself (it
seems natural to say “read into it”). There is a phenomenological
falsification here. (This brings out a third role for Locke’s resem-
blance, namely to obviate the threat of such a falsification by consti-
tuting a sort of intrinsic representationality: Locke’s “ideas” carry

25. Notice Strawson’s sleight of hand with phrases such as “shapes-as-seen”, at p. 280
of “Reply to Evans”. Strawson’s understanding of what Evans is trying to say fails alto-
gether to accommodate Evans’s remark (“Things Without the Mind”, p. 96) that “to deny
that primary properties are sensory is not at all to deny that they are sensible or observ-
able”. Shapes as seen are shapes—that is, non-sensory properties; it is one thing to deny,
as Evans does, that experience can furnish us with the concepts of such properties, but
quite another to deny that experience can disclose instantiations of them to us.
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the representational significance they do by virtue of what they are
like, and this can be glossed both as “how they are intrinsically” and
as “what they resemble”.) In any case, given that we cannot project
ourselves from features of experience to non-phenomenal properties
of objects by means of an appeal to resemblance, it is doubtful that
the metaphor of representational significance being “read into” in-
trinsic features can be spelled out in such a way as to avoid the sec-
ond horn of our dilemma. How could representational significance
be “read into” intrinsic features of experience in such a way that
what was signified did not need to be understood in terms of them?
How could a not intrinsically representational feature of experience
become imbued with objective significance in such a way that an ex-
perience could count, by virtue of having that feature, as a direct
awareness of a not essentially phenomenal property of objects??
How things strike someone as being is, in a clear sense, a subjec-
tive matter: there is no conceiving it in abstraction from the subject
of the experience. Now a motive for insisting on the supposed vehi-
cles of aspects of content might lie in an aspiration, familiar in phi-
losophy, to bring subjectivity within the compass of a fundamentally
objective conception of reality.?” If aspects of content are not carried
by elements in an intrinsic structure, their subjectivity is irreducible.
By contrast, one might hope to objectivize any “essential subjectiv-
ity” that needs to be attributed to not intrinsically representational
features of experience, by exploiting a picture involving special ac-
cess on a subject’s part to something conceived in a broadly objective
way—its presence in the world not conceived as constituted by the
subject’s special access to it.28 Given this move, it becomes natural to

26. Features of physiologically specified states are not to the point here. Such features
are not apparent in experience; whereas the supposed features that I am concerned with
would have to be aspects of what experience is like for us, in order to function intelligibly
as carriers for aspects of the content that experience presents to us. There may be an incli-
nation to ask why it should be any harder for a feature of experience to acquire an objec-
tive significance than it is for a word to do so. But the case of language affords no counter-
part to the fact that the objective significance in the case we are concerned with is a matter
of how things (e.g.) look to be; the special problem is to prevent that “look” from having
the effect that a supposed intrinsic feature of experience gets taken up into its own repre-
sentational significance, thus ensuring that the significance is phenomenal and not pri-
mary.

27. See Thomas Nagel, “Subjective and Objective”.

28. Compare Bernard Williams, Descartes: The Project of Pure Enquiry, p. 295.
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suppose that the phenomenal character of the “manifest image” can
be explained in terms of a certain familiar picture: one in which a
confronted “external” reality, conceived as having only an objective
nature, is processed through a structured “subjectivity”, conceived in
this objectivistic manner. This picture seems to capture the essence of
Mackie’s approach to the secondary qualities.”? What I have tried to
suggest is that the picture is suspect in threatening to cut us off from
the primary (not essentially phenomenal) qualities of the objects that
we perceive: either (with the appeal to resemblance) making it im-
possible, after all, to keep an essentially phenomenal character out of
our conception of the qualities in question, or else making them
merely hypothetical, not accessible to perception. If we are to
achieve a satisfactory understanding of experience’s openness to ob-
jective reality, we must put a more radical construction on experi-
ence’s essential subjectivity. And this removes an insidious obsta-
cle—one whose foundation is summarily captured in Mackie’s idea
that it is not simply wrong to count “colours as we see them” as
items in our minds**—that stands in the way of understanding how
secondary-quality experience can be awareness, with nothing mis-
leading about its phenomenal character, of properties genuinely pos-
sessed by elements in a not exclusively phenomenal reality.

4. The empirical ground that Mackie thinks we have for not postu-
lating “thoroughly objective features which resemble our ideas of
secondary qualities”3! is that attributing such features to objects is
surplus to the requirements of explaining our experience of sec-
ondary qualities.?? If it would be incoherent to attribute such fea-
tures to objects, as I believe, this empirical argument falls away as

29. Although McGinn, in The Subjective View, is not taken in by the idea that “exter-
nal” reality has only objective characteristics, I am not sure that he sufficiently avoids the
picture that underlies that idea; see pp. 106-9. This connects with a suspicion that at
pp- 9-10 he partly succumbs to a temptation to objectivize the subjective properties of ob-
jects he countenances. It is not as clear as he seems to suppose that, say, redness can be, so
to speak, abstracted from the way things strike us by an appeal to relativity. His worry at
pp- 132-6, that secondary-quality experience may after all be phenomenologically mis-
leading, seems to betray the influence of the idea of content-bearing intrinsic features of
experience.

30. See the diagram at Problems from Locke, p. 17.

31. Problems from Locke, pp. 18-19.

32. See Problems from Locke, pp. 17-18.
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unnecessary. But it is worth considering how an argument from ex-
planatory superfluity might fare against the less extravagant con-
strual I have suggested for the thought that secondary qualities gen-
uinely characterize objects; not because the question is difficult or
contentious, but because of the light it casts on how an explanatory
test for reality—which is commonly thought to undermine the claims
of values—should be applied.

A “virtus dormitiva” objection would tell against the idea that one
might mount a satisfying explanation of an object’s looking red on
its being such as to look red. The weight of the explanation would
fall through the disposition to its structural ground.?® Still, however,
optimistic we are about the prospects for explaining colour experi-
ence on the basis of surface textures,> it would be obviously wrong
to suppose that someone who gave such an explanation could in
consistency deny that the object was such as to look red. The right
explanatory test is not whether something pulls its own weight in the
favoured explanation (it may fail to do so without thereby being ex-
plained away), but whether the explainer can consistently deny its
reality.®

Given Mackie’s view about secondary qualities, the thought that
values fail an explanatory test for reality is implicit in a parallel that
he commonly draws between them.* It is nearer the surface in his
“argument from queerness”,>” and explicit in his citing “patterns of
objectification” to explain the distinctive phenomenology of value
experience.3® Now it is, if anything, even more obvious with values
than with essentially phenomenal qualities that they cannot be cred-
ited with causal efficacy: values would not pull their weight in any
explanation of value experience even remotely analogous to the stan-

33. See McGinn, p. 14.

34. There are difficulties about how complete such explanations could aspire to be. See
Price, “Varieties of Objectivity and Values™, pp. 114-5; and Essay 6 above.

35. Compare pp. 206-8 of David Wiggins, “What Would Be a Substantial Theory of
Truth?” The test of whether the explanations in question are consistent with rejecting the
item in question is Wiggins’s suggestion, in the course of a continuing attempt to improve
the formulation there. I am indebted to discussion with him.

36. See, e.g., Hume’s Moral Theory, pp. 51-2; Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong,
pp- 19-20.

37. Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong, pp. 38-42.

38. Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong, pp. 42-6. See also Simon Blackburn, “Rule-
Following and Moral Realism”; and chap. 1 of Gilbert Harman, The Nature of Morality.
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dard explanations of primary-quality experience. But reflection on
the case of secondary qualities has already opened a gap between
that admission and any concession that values are not genuine as-
pects of reality. And the point is reinforced by a crucial disanalogy
between values and secondary qualities. To press the analogy is to
stress that evaluative “attitudes”, or states of will, are like (say)
colour experience in being unintelligible except as modifications of a
sensibility like ours. The idea of value experience involves taking ad-
miration, say, to represent its object as having a property that (al-
though there in the object) is essentially subjective in much the same
way as the property that an object is represented as having by an ex-
perience of redness—that is, understood adequately only in terms of
the appropriate modification of human (or similar) sensibility. The
disanalogy, now, is that a virtue (say) is conceived to be not merely
such as to elicit the appropriate “attitude” (as a colour is merely
such as to cause the appropriate experiences), but rather such as to
merit it. And this makes it doubtful whether merely causal explana-
tions of value experience are relevant to the explanatory test, even to
the extent that the question to ask is whether someone could consis-
tently give such explanations while denying that the values involved
are real. It looks as if we should be raising that question about expla-
nations of a different kind.

For simplicity’s sake, I shall elaborate this point in connection
with something that is not a value, though it shares the crucial fea-
ture: namely danger or the fearful. On the face of it, this might seem
a promising subject for a projectivist treatment (a treatment that ap-
peals to what Hume called the mind’s “propensity to spread itself on
external objects”).3® At any rate the response that, according to such
a treatment, is projected into the world can be characterized, with-
out phenomenological falsification, otherwise than in terms of seem-
ing to find the supposed product of projection already there.*® And it
would be obviously grotesque to fancy that a case of fear might be

39. A Treatise of Human Nature, 1.3.14. “Projectivist” is Blackburn’s useful label; see
“Rule-Following and Moral Realism”, and “Opinions and Chances”.

40. At pp. 180-1 of “Opinions and Chances”, Blackburn suggests that a projectivist
need not mind whether or not this is so; but I think he trades on a slide between “can . . .
only be understood in terms of” and “our best vocabulary for identifying” (which allows
that there may be an alternative, though it will be inferior).
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explained as the upshot of a mechanical (or perhaps para-mechani-
cal) process initiated by an instance of “objective fearfulness”. But if
what we are engaged in is an “attempt to understand ourselves”,*!
then merely causal explanations of responses like fear will not be sat-
isfying anyway.*? What we want here is a style of explanation that
makes sense of what is explained (in so far as sense can be made of
it). This means that a technique for giving satisfying explanations of
cases of fear—which would perhaps amount to a satisfactory ex-
planatory theory of danger, though the label is possibly too grand—
must allow for the possibility of criticism; we make sense of fear by
seeing it as a response to objects that merit such a response, or as the
intelligibly defective product of a propensity towards responses that
would be intelligible in that way.** For an object to merit fear just is
for it to be fearful. So explanations of fear that manifest our capacity
to understand ourselves in this region of our lives will simply not co-
here with the claim that reality contains nothing in the way of fear-
fulness.** Any such claim would undermine the intelligibility that the
explanations confer on our responses.

The shared crucial feature suggests that this disarming of a sup-
posed explanatory argument for unreality should carry over to the
case of values. There is, of course, a striking disanalogy in the con-
tentiousness that is typical of values; but I think it would be a mis-
take to suppose that this spoils the point. In so far as we succeed in
achieving the sort of understanding of our responses that is in ques-
tion, we do so on the basis of preparedness to attribute, to at least
some possible objects of the responses, properties that would vali-
date the responses. What the disanalogy makes especially clear is
that the explanations that preclude our denying the reality of the
special properties that are putatively discernible from some (broadly)

41. The phrase is from p. 165 of Blackburn, “Rule-Following and Moral Realism”.

42. I do not mean that satisfying explanations will not be causal. But they will not be
merely causal.

43. I am assuming that it is not a question of a theory according to which no responses
of the kind in question could be well-placed. That would have a quite unintended effect.
(See Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong, p. 16.) Notice that it will not meet my point to
suggest that calling a response “well-placed” is to be understood only quasi-realistically.
Explanatory indispensability is supposed to be the test for the genuine reality supposedly
lacked by what warrants only quasi-realistic treatment.

44, Compare Blackburn, “Rule-Following and Moral Realism”, p. 164.
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evaluative point of view are themselves constructed from that point
of view. (We already had this in the case of the fearful, but the point
is brought home when the validation of the responses is controver-
sial.) However, the critical dimension of the explanations that we
want means that there is no question of just any actual response
pulling itself up by its own bootstraps into counting as an undis-
torted perception of the relevant special aspect of reality.* Indeed,
awareness that values are contentious tells against an unreflective
contentment with the current state of one’s critical outlook, and in
favour of a readiness to suppose that there may be something to be
learned from people with whom one’s first inclination is to disagree.
The aspiration to understand oneself is an aspiration to change one’s
responses, if that is necessary for them to become intelligible other-
wise than as defective. But although a sensible person will never be
confident that his evaluative outlook is incapable of improvement,
that need not stop him supposing, of some of his evaluative re-
sponses, that their objects really do merit them. He will be able to
back up this supposition with explanations that show how the re-
sponses are well-placed; the explanations will share the contentious-
ness of the values whose reality they certify, but that should not pre-
vent him from accepting the explanations any more than (what
nobody thinks) it should prevent him from endorsing the values.*
There is perhaps an air of bootstrapping about this. But if we restrict
ourselves to explanations from a more external standpoint, at which
values are not in our field of view, we deprive ourselves of a kind of

45. This will be so even in a case in which there are no materials for constructing stan-
dards of criticism except actual responses—something that is not so with fearfulness, al-
though given a not implausible holism it will be so with values.

46. I can see no reason why we should not regard the contentiousness as ineliminable.
The effect of this would be to detach the explanatory test of reality from a requirement of
convergence (compare the passage from Wiggins cited in n. 35 above). As far as [ can see,
this separation would be a good thing. It would enable resistance to projectivism to free it-
self, with a good conscience, from some unnecessary worries about relativism. It might
also discourage a misconception of the appeal to Wittgenstein that comes naturally to such
a position. (Blackburn, at pp. 1704 of “Rule-Following and Moral Realism”, reads into
Essay 10 below an interpretation of Wittgenstein as, in effect, making truth a matter of
consensus, and has no difficulty in arguing that this will not make room for hard cases.
But the interpretation is not mine.) With the requirement of consensus dropped, or at least
radically relativized to a point of view, the question of the claim to truth of directives may
come closer to the question of the truth status of evaluations than Wiggins suggests in
“Truth, Invention, and the Meaning of Life”.
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intelligibility that we aspire to; and projectivists have given no rea-
son whatever to suppose that there would be anything better about
whatever different kind of self-understanding the restriction would
permit.

5. It will be obvious how these considerations undermine the dam-
aging effect of the primary-quality model. Shifting to a secondary-
quality analogy renders irrelevant any worry about how something
that is brutely there could nevertheless stand in an internal relation
to some exercise of human sensibility. Values are not brutely there—
not there independently of our sensibility—any more than colours
are: though, as with colours, this does not prevent us from supposing
that they are there independently of any particular apparent experi-
ence of them. As for the epistemology of value, the epistemology of
danger is a good model. (Fearfulness is not a secondary quality, al-
though the model is available only after the primary-quality model
has been dislodged. A secondary-quality analogy for value experi-
ence gives out at certain points, no less than the primary-quality
analogy that Mackie attacks.) To drop the primary-quality model in
this case is to give up the idea that fearfulness itself, were it real,
would need to be intelligible from a standpoint independent of the
propensity to fear; the same must go for the relations of rational
consequentiality in which fearfulness stands to more straightforward
properties of things.*’” Explanations of fear of the sort I envisaged
would not only establish, from a different standpoint, that some of
its objects are really fearful, but also make plain, case by case, what
it is about them that makes them so; this should leave it quite un-
mysterious how a fear response rationally grounded in awareness
(unproblematic, at least for present purposes) of these “fearful-mak-
ing characteristics” can be counted as being, or yielding, knowledge
that one is confronted by an instance of real fearfulness.*

Simon Blackburn has written, on behalf of a projectivist sentimen-
talism in ethics, that “we profit . . . by realizing that a training of the
feelings rather than a cultivation of a mysterious ability to spot the

47. Mackie’s question (Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong, p. 41) “Just what in the
world is signified by this ‘because’?” involves a tendentious notion of “the world™.
48. See Price, “Varieties of Objectivity and Values”, pp. 106-7, 115.
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immutable fitnesses of things is the foundation of how to live”.*

This picture of what an opponent of projectivism must hold is of a
piece with Mackie’s primary-quality model; it simply fails to fit the
position I have described.’® Perhaps with Aristotle’s notion of practi-
cal wisdom in mind, one might ask why a training of the feelings (as
long as the notion of feeling is comprehensive enough) cannot be the
cultivation of an ability—utterly unmysterious just because of its
connections with feelings—to spot (if you like) the fitnesses of things;
even “immutable” may be all right, so long as it is not understood
(as I take it Blackburn intends) to suggest a “platonistic” conception
of the fitnesses of things, which would reimport the characteristic
ideas of the primary-quality model.’!

Mackie’s response to this suggestion used to be, in effect, that it
simply conceded his point.’? Can a projectivist claim that the posi-
tion I have outlined is at best a notational variant, perhaps an infe-
rior notational variant, of his own position?

It would be inferior if, in eschewing the projectivist metaphysical
framework, it obscured some important truth. But what truth would
this be? It will not do at this point to answer “The truth of projec-
tivism”. I have disarmed the explanatory argument for the projec-
tivist’s thin conception of genuine reality. What remains is rhetoric
expressing what amounts to a now unargued primary-quality model
for genuine reality.’* The picture that this suggests for value experi-
ence—objective (value-free) reality processed through a moulded
subjectivity—is no less questionable than the picture of secondary-
quality experience on which, in Mackie at any rate, it is explicitly

49. “Rule-Following and Moral Realism”, p. 186.

50. As Blackburn conceives moral realism, it evades the explanatory burdens that sen-
timentalism discharges, by making the world rich (compare p. 181) and picturing it as
simply setting its print on us. Compare Mackie, Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong, p. 22:
“If there were something in the fabric of the world that validated certain kinds of concern,
then it would be possible to acquire these merely by finding something out, by letting one’s
thinking be controlled by how things were.” This saddles an opponent of projectivism
with a picture of awareness of value as an exercise of pure receptivity; it prevents him
from deriving any profit from an analogy with secondary-quality perception.

51. On “platonism”, see Essay 10 below. On Aristotle, sce M. F. Burnyeat, “Aristotle
on Learning to be Good”.

52. Price, “Varieties of Objectivity and Values™, p. 107, cites Mackie’s response to one
of my contributions to the 1978 seminar (see n. 1 above).

53. We must not let the confusion between the two notions of objectivity that I distin-
guished in §3 above seem to support this conception of reality.
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modelled. In fact I would be inclined to argue that it is projectivism
that is inferior. Deprived of the specious explanatory argument, pro-
jectivism has nothing to sustain its thin conception 9f reality (that on
to which the projections are effected) but a contentiously substa.ntlal
version of the correspondence theory of truth, with the ass_oc1ated
picture of genuinely true judgement as something to which the
judger makes no contribution at all.>* '

I do not want to argue this now. The point I want to make is that
even if projectivism were not actually worse, metaphysically speak-
ing, than the alternative I have described, it woul§ be wrong to re-
gard the issue between them as nothing but a question of meta?physr
cal preference.”* In the projectivist picture, having one’s ethical or
aesthetic responses rationally suited to their objects wqulc! be a mat-
ter of having the relevant processing mechanism functioning accept-
ably. Now projectivism can of course perfectly well ?ccc?mmodate
the idea of assessing one’s processing mechanism. But it pictures tbe
mechanism as something that one can contemplate as an object in it-
self. It would be appropriate to say “something one can step b?ck
from”, were it not for the fact that one needs to use the mechanism
itself in assessing it; but at any rate one is supposed to be able to step
back from any naively realistic acceptance of the values tl}at thg first-
level employment of the mechanism has one attribute to items in the
world. How, then, are we to understand this pictured ?vanlablllty of
the processing mechanism as an object for contemplatnon., se.parate.d
off from the world of value? Is there any alternative to thinking .of it
as capable of being captured, at least in theory, b)t a set of princ1plc?s
for superimposing values on to a value-free reality? The upsh'ot is
that the search for an evaluative outlook one can endorse as rational

54. Blackburn uses the correspondence theorist’s pictures for rhetorical effect, but l}e is
properly sceptical about whether this sort of realism makes sense (see “Truth, Realism,
and the Regulation of Theory”). His idea is that the expla.natory argument makes a coun-
terpart to the metaphysical favouritism characteristic of this sort of realism s.afely ?vallla.ble
to a projectivist about values. Deprived of the explanatory argu'mer,x’t, this projectivism
should simply wither away. (See “Rule-Following and Moral Realism”, P 1 65 . Of course
1 am not saying that the thin conception of reality that Blackbu.m’s projectivism needs is
unattainable, in the sense of being unformulable. What we lack is reasons of a respectable
kind to recognize it as a complete conception of reality.) o o

55. Something like this seems to be suggested by Price, “Varieties of Objectivity and
Values™, pp. 107-8.
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becomes, virtually irresistibly, a search for such a set of principles: a
search for a theory of beauty or goodness. One comes to count “in-
tuitions” as respectable only in so far as they can be validated by an
approximation to that ideal.’® (This is the shape that the attempt to
objectivize subjectivity takes here.) I have a hunch that such efforts
are misguided; not that we should rest content with an “anything
goes™ irrationalism, but that we need a conception of rationality in
evaluation that will cohere with the possibility that particular cases
may stubbornly resist capture in any general net. Such a conception
is straightforwardly available within the alternative to projectivism
that I have described. I allowed that being able to explain cases of
fear in the right way might amount to having a theory of danger, but
there is no need to generalize that feature of the case; the explana-
tory capacity that certifies the special objects of an evaluative out-
look as real, and certifies its responses to them as rational, would
need to be exactly as creative and case-specific as the capacity to dis-
i cern those objects itself. (It would be the same capacity: the picture
- of “stepping back” does not fit here.)’” I take it that my hunch poses
a question of moral and aesthetic taste, which—like other questions
of taste—should be capable of being argued about. The trouble with

B i

‘ 56. It is hard to see how a rational inventing of values could take a more piecemeal
"% form.
‘ 57. Why do I suggest that a particularistic conception of evaluative rationality is un-
* available to a projectivist? See Blackburn, “Rule-Following and Moral Realism”,
pp. 167-70. In the terms of thar discussion, the point is that (with no good explanatory ar-
gument for his metaphysical favouritism) a projectivist has no alternative to being “a real
realist” about the world on which he thinks values are superimposed. He cannot stop this
from generating a quite un-Wittgensteinian picture of what really going on in the same
way would be; which means that he cannot appeal to Wittgenstein in order to avert, as
Blackburn puts it, “the threat which shapelessness poses to a respectable notion of consis-
tency” (p. 169). So, at any rate, I meant to argue in Essay 10 below, to which Blackburn’s
paper is a reply. Blackburn thinks his projectivism is untouched by the argument, because
he thinks he can sustain projectivism’s metaphysical favouritism without appealing to
“real realism”, on the basis of the explanatory argument. But I have urged that this is an
illusion. (At p. 181 Blackburn writes: “Of course, it is true that our reactions are ‘simply
* felt’ and, in a sense, not rationally explicable.” He thinks he can comfortably say this be-
cause our conception of reason will go along with the quasi-realist truth that his projec-
tivism confers on some evaluations. But how can one restrain the metaphysical favouritism
- a projectivist must show from generating some such thought as “This is not real reason”?
If that is allowed to happen, a remark like the one I have quoted will merely threaten—like
an ordinary nihilism—to dislodge us from our ethical and aesthetic convictions.)

S s T T
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projectivism is that it threatens to bypass that argument, on the basis
of a metaphysical picture whose purported justification falls well
short of making it compulsory. We should not let the question seem
to be settled by what stands revealed, in the absence of compelling
argument, as a prejudice claiming the honour due to metaphysical
good taste.

e P YL T

ESSAY 8

Projection and Truth in Ethics

1. Projection is what the mind engages in when, as Hume puts the
idea, it “spreads itself” on to the external world.! This image cer-
tainly seems to fit some ways of thinking and talking that we can be
tempted into; consider for instance the confused notion that disgust-
ingness is a property some things have intrinsically or absolutely, in-
dependently of their relations to us—a property of which our feel-
ings of disgust constitute a kind of perception. That this notion is
confused is of course no reason to suppose it cannot be true that
something is disgusting. But the image of projection, figuring as it
does in an explanation of how the confused notion comes about,
might be useful in correcting a possible misconception of what such
truth would amount to. My question in this paper is whether the
image is well suited to a similar employment in the field of ethics.

In connection with the prospects for crediting ethical statements or
judgements with truth, David Wiggins has pressed a distinction be-
tween what he calls “evaluations”, on the one hand, and “directives
or deliberative (or practical) judgements”, on the other.” It is in rela-
tion to the former category that the attribution of truth is most im-
mediately attractive; evaluations are not easily assimilated to, for in-
stance, decisions what to do, but naturally strike us as correct or
incorrect according to whether or not they accurately delineate the
values that are to be found in their subject-matter. This feature of

1. See A Treatise of Human Nature, 1.3.14.
2. See “Truth, Invention, and the Meaning of Life”, pp. 95-6.
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evaluations makes them also the most immediately tempting field for
an application of the idea of projection; the phenomenology that
makes the attribution of truth attractive can seem well explained as
the upshot of a projection of what Hume would call “sentiments” on
to their objects. Without prejudice to the possibility of extending the
discussion to Wiggins’s other category, for the purposes of this paper
I shall generally have evaluations in mind.

In the case of the supposedly absolute or intrinsic property of dis-
gustingness, what projection leads to is error; one takes what one in
fact spreads on to the external world to be something one finds in
the world on to which one spreads it, something that is there any-
way—that is, there independently of human or sentient responses to
things. It may seem that any projective thinking must be metaphysi-
cally erroneous in this way; the associated “error theory” in ethics
was embraced, as is well known, by J. L. Mackie.? But we have to
take note of a different use of the image of projection, which has
been elaborated in a number of writings by Simon Blackburn. The
position Blackburn describes, and recommends for ethics in particu-
lar, is what he calls “quasi-realism”. Quasi-realism aims to demon-
strate that, starting from the claim that a mode of thinking (evalua-
tion in our particular case) is projective, we can see how it can,
without confusion, exemplify nevertheless all the twists of thought
and speech that might seem to signal a fully realist metaphysic, al-
though—since they are now provided for within a projectivist frame-
work—it must be a mistake to suppose they signal any such thing.*
According to Hume, when our “taste” is projected on to the world,
it “raises in a manner a new creation”.’ Blackburn’s proposal, in ef-
fect, is that this “new creation” can be sufficiently robust to under-
write the presence of the trappings of realism, so to speak, in
thought and speech that is correctly understood as projective; and
that participants in such thought and speech need not be led by those
elements of it into missing its projective nature. We can be clear,
even as we suppose that our judgements accurately delineate the con-
tours of reality, that it is only the “new creation”, a product of pro-
jection, that is in question.

3. See chap. 1 of his Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong.
4. Among many other writings, see chaps. 5 and 6 of Blackburn’s Spreading the Word.
S. An Enquiry concerning the Principles of Morals, Appendix I.

Projection and Truth in Ethics 153

2. A tension arises in Blackburn’s separation of projectivism from an
error theory. (I mention this not to make it a problem for him, but to
bring out a point that will be important in what follows.) To begin
with at least, it is natural to put the projectivist thought, and Black-
burn characteristically does put it, by saying that ethical commit-
ments should not be understood as having truth-conditions. That
would represent ethical remarks as statements about how things are,
and according to projectivism they should be taken rather to express
attitudes or sentiments.® But quasi-realism is supposed to make room
for all the trappings of realism, including the idea that the notion of
truth applies after all to ethical remarks. In that case, the original
sharp contrast between putting forward a candidate for being true
and expressing an attitude or sentiment cannot be right: a remark
that expresses an attitude can also affirm a truth. Does this mean
that projectivist quasi-realism is self-defeating?’

Not if we can distinguish what the projectivist starting-point re-
jects from what the quasi-realist conclusion establishes as acceptable.
It may be tempting to suppose this can be done only if we discern
two different notions of truth, one to figure in the projectivist denial
that ethical statements can be true, and the other to figure in the
quasi-realist reinstatement of ethical truth.! However, this is not
how Blackburn resolves the tension.” What Blackburn does—and
this is centrally important to the point I want to make—is to con-
trast an unearned appeal to the notion of truth, which is what the
projectivist rejects, with an earned right to the use of the notion,
which is what the quasi-realist reinstates. The point about the appli-
cation of the notion of truth that quasi-realism is supposed to make
available is that we do not merely help ourselves to it, but work
for it.

The contrast—the unearned employment of the notion of truth
that projectivism rejects—is a position that expands reality by mere
postulation, beyond what the projectivist is comfortable with, to in-
clude an extra population of distinctively value-involving states of

6. See, e.g., Spreading the Word, pp. 167-71.

7. Blackburn raises the question whether “a projective approach is too good to be
true” at p. 219 of Spreading the Word.

8. See Crispin Wright, “Realism, Anti-Realism, Irrealism, Quasi-Realism™.

9. See Spreading the Word, p. 257: “Does this make moral commitments true in the
same sense as others, or only in a different sense? I do not greatly commend the question.”
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affairs or facts. Corresponding to this, it purports to equip us with
special cognitive faculties by whose exercise we become aware of this
special field of knowable fact. These special cognitive faculties are
vaguely assimilated to the senses, but no detailed account can be
given of how they operate, such as mighi make it clear to us—as
clear as it is in the case of the senses—how their exercise affords us
access to the relevant range of circumstances. The assimilation to the
senses gives this intuitionistic position the superficial appearance of
offering an epistemology of our access to evaluative truth, but there
is no substance behind this appearance.

How does projectivism improve on this rather clearly disreputable
position?

The basic projectivist idea is that ethical remarks express not mys-
terious “cognizings” of evaluative facts, but attitudes. Now if that
were the whole story, there would not be much prospect of a sub-
stantial notion of truth; think of the practice of expressing one’s atti-
tudes to various flavours of ice cream. But there is an extra ingredi-
ent to the story, which quasi-realism exploits. The attitudes are the
upshot of sensibilities: that is, propensities to form various attitudes
in response to various features of situations. Ethical sensibilities are
themselves subject to attitudes of approbation or disapprobation;
and—this is the crucial thing—these attitudes to sensibilities are a
matter for argument and criticism.!® We are not content simply to go
along with the flow of our sensibilities as they stand, regardless of
how they fare under critical scrutiny; and we are not at liberty to
rank sensibilities at random and still be taken seriously as partici-
pants in ethical discussion. Truth, in a remark that has to be under-
stood in the first instance as expressive of an attitude, can now be ex-
plained in terms of the fact that the sensibility from which the
attitude issues stands up to the appropriate kind of criticism.

To complete the picture, we would need an account of the nature
of the criticism to which ethical sensibilities are subject. In part the
critical assessment in question is formal, involving requirements such
as consistency. But there are also substantive constraints on whether
a sensibility is acceptable. These derive—so Blackburn seems to sug-
gest—from the function of ethical thought and speech in helping to

10. See Spreading the Word, p. 194.
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secure such goods as social order and co-operation.!' This sketch
will serve for the present; as we shall see, a crucial issue opens up
when one sets out to be less schematic.

3. It is hard to imagine that anyone would explicitly deny that if
truth in ethics is available, it needs to be earned. It seems clear,
moreover, that one would be deceiving oneself if one thought that
those vague analogies with perception amounted to earning it. If the
idea that truth must be earned is located as, precisely, a corrective to
the unhelpful intuitionistic realism that Blackburn is primarily con-
cerned to reject, it can seem to establish a conclusion about a meta-
physical basis on which ethical truth must be worked for. Realism
shirks the obligation, and the clear alternative is projectivism. But it
is questionable whether that is the right setting in which to place the
idea that truth must be earned.

Consider a view of the current predicament of ethics on the lines
of Alasdair Maclntyre’s in After Virtue. According to Maclntyre, the
description of ethical language given by C. L. Stevenson—although it
is not, as Stevenson claimed, a correct description of ethical language
as such—has come to be true of the ethical language that is actually
at our disposal. One crucial ingredient of Stevenson’s picture is the
implication that no substantial distinction can be drawn among
methods of inducing people to change their minds on ethical matters,
between making reasons available to them on the one hand and ma-
nipulating them in ways that have nothing in particular to do with
rationality on the other. I do not want to go into the question
whether Maclntyre is right in contending that we now lack the

-means to draw such distinctions; the point is that if he is right, then

clearly there is no prospect of achieving, in ethical thought with its
present conceptual. resources, anything we could count as truth in
any serious sense. No doubt it is always possible for anyone to use
“It is true that . . .” as an indication of willingness on his own part

11. See, e. g., Spreading the Word, pp. 192, 197. I think Blackburn would regard
Hume’s treatment of the artificial virtues as a model of the kind of thing that would be re-
quired in a full version of the quasi-realist project, constructing truth out of an account of

how projective thinking can allow for a substantial notion of better and worse ways of
doing it.



156 REASON, VALUE, AND REALITY

to affirm whatever follows “that”. But if MacIntyre’s Stevensonian
picture is correct, we lack what a more substantial notion of truth
seems plainly to require, a conception of better and worse ways to
think about ethical questions that connects with the idea that there
are reasons for being of a certain mind on a question. Contrast the
suggestion that there is nothing to ethical thinking but rationally ar-
bitrary subjective stances and whatever power relations might be ex-
ploited to shift people’s ethical allegiances.'

Earning the notion of truth, in the face of this sort of suggestion,
would thus be a matter of arguing that we do after all have at our
disposal a conception of reasons for ethical thinking that is suffi-
ciently rich and substantial to mark off rationally induced improve-
ments in ethical stances from alterations induced by merely manipu-
lative persuasion.

Positions like Maclntyre’s suggest a quite different context for the
thought that the availability of truth in ethics is something it would
take work to establish. The problem about truth in ethics, viewed in
this context, is not that it fails to be as the intuitionist realist sup-
poses, so that establishing its availability requires a different meta-
physical basis. The problem is that a question is raised whether our
equipment for thinking ethically is suited only for mere attitudiniz-
ing—whether our ethical concepts are too sparse and crude for ethi-
cal thought to seem an exercise of reason, as it must if there is to be
room in it for a substantial notion of truth.!® It is really not clear
why addressing a problem of this sort should seem to require a meta-
physical move at all.

12. 1 am not suggesting that any ethical thought and language of which an account
that is in some sense emotivist is true must dissolve such distinctions: compare Spreading
the Word, p. 197. (I have not questioned that ethical thought and speech engages our af-
fective nature, and I suppose that is an emotivist insight.) But Stevenson’s account does
dissolve such distinctions; so it affords a good picture of a kind of threat in the face of
which earning truth should seem a good thing to attempt. (If Maclntyre is right, earning
truth would involve a conceptual reform.)

13. This requires me to take issue with Blackburn when he says such things as the fol-
lowing (p. 181 of “Rule-Following and Moral Realism™): “Of course, it is true that our re-
actions are ‘simply felt’ and, in a sense, not rationally explicable. But we should not be too
worried about reason here. In general, reason follows where truth leads.” By my lights this
is the wrong way round. If we could not convince ourselves that our rankings of sensibili-
ties were capable of being grounded in reason (as Blackburn’s appealing, when he finds it
useful, to argument and criticism suggests they are), there would not be any reason to sup-
pose that we had regained an application for the notion of truth.
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4. It may still seem that, even if earning truth in the face of this sort
of challenge to its availability requires something other than an ex-
plicitly metaphysical move, namely vindicating the richness and ro-
bustness of the conception of reasons for ethical judgements that our
conceptual resources equip us with, nevertheless, as soon as we con-
cede that attaining truth is not simply a matter of “cognizing” evalu-
ative facts, we must have implicitly adopted a projectivist meta-
physic. This appearance reflects an assumption that, at the
metaphysical level, there are just two options: projectivism and the
unattractive intuitionistic realism that populates reality with mysteri-
ous extra features and merely goes through the motions of supplying
an epistemology for our supposed access to them. But the assump-
tion is questionable.

The point of the image of projection is to explain certain seeming
features of reality as reflections of our subjective responses to a
world that really contains no such features. Now this explanatory di-
rection seems to require a corresponding priority, in the order of un-
derstanding, between the projected response and the apparent fea-
ture: we ought to be able to focus our thought on the response
without needing to exploit the concept of the apparent feature that is
supposed to result from projecting the response. In the sort of case I
cited at the beginning, it is plausible that this requirement is met.
Disgust and nausea, we can plausibly suppose, are self-contained
psychological items, conceptualizable without any need to appeal to
any projected properties of disgustingness or nauseatingness. (No
doubt a full explanation of the psychological phenomena would
group things together in terms of their tendency to produce those re-
sponses, but those tendencies are not properties that need to be ex-
plained as projections of the responses.) The question, now, is this:
if, in connection with some range of concepts whose application en-
gages distinctive aspects of our subjective make-up in the sort of way
that seems characteristic of evaluative concepts, we reject the kind of
realism that construes subjective responses as perceptions of associ-
ated features of reality and does no work towards earning truth, are
we entitled to assume that the responses enjoy this kind of explana-
tory priority, as projectivism seems to require?

It may help to consider a non-ethical case in which an intuition-
istic realism is obviously unattractive, and in which Blackburn pro-
ceeds as if projectivism is obviously correct: the case of the comic or
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funny. To begin with at least, this looks like a good field for a pro-
jective account. But what exactly is it that we are to conceive as pro-
jected on to the world so as to give rise to our idea that things are
funny? “An inclination to laugh” is not a satisfactory answer;'* pro-
jecting an inclination to laugh would not necessarily yield an appar-
ent instance of the comic, since laughter can signal, for instance, em-
barrassment just as well as amusement. Perhaps the right response
cannot be identified except as amusement; and perhaps amusement
cannot be understood except as finding something comic. I need not
take a view on whether this is correct. But if it is correct, there is a
serious question whether we can really explain the idea of some-
thing’s being comic as a projection of that response. The suggestion
is that there is no self-contained prior fact of our subjective lives that
could enter into a projective account of the relevant way of thinking;
in the only relevant response, the conceptual apparatus that figures
in the relevant way of thinking is already in play. No doubt the
propensity to laugh is in some sense a self-contained prior psycho-
logical fact. But differentiating some exercises of that unspecific
propensity as cases of amusement is something we have to learn, and
if the suggestion is correct, this learning is indistinguishable from
coming to find some things comic. Surely it undermines a projective
account of a concept if we cannot home in on the subjective state
whose projection is supposed to result in the seeming feature of real-
ity in question without the aid of the concept of that feature, the
concept that was to be projectively explained. And surely this scepti-
cism cannot tend in the direction of a relapse into the intuitionistic
sort of realism.

Blackburn himself is remarkably casual about this. I know only
one place where he discusses the question whether this kind of con-
sideration poses a problem for projectivism; and in that place he sim-
ply asserts that there is no problem for projectivism if the only way
to describe a supposedly projected subjective response is in terms of
seeming to find the supposed upshot of projecting it in something
one confronts.!® I think this reflects the assumption I mentioned ear-

14. Compare Blackburn’s “Errors and the Phenomenology of Value”, p. 9.

15. This is at pp. 180-1 of “Opinions and Chances”. Blackburn makes the point that
it would not be surprising, given a projectivist view, that “our best vocabulary for identi-
fying the reaction should be the familiar one using the predicates we apply to the world we
have spread”. This seems right; once we have done the spreading, the resulting way of
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lier, that if we are not realists of the unsatisfactorily intuitionistic
sort then we cannot but be projectivists.

Blackburn’s view of the available options is well summed up in
these words of his (they apply to morality in particular, but the
structure is quite general):

The projectivist holds that our nature as moralists is well explained by
regarding us as reacting to a reality which contains nothing in the way
of values, duties, rights and so forth; a realist thinks it is well explained
only by seeing us as able to perceive, cognize, intuit, an independent
moral reality. He holds that the moral features of things are the parents
of our sentiments, whereas the Humean holds that they are their chil-
dren.®

Realism here is the unsatisfactory position that helps itself to an
unearned notion of truth. So if the choice is the one Blackburn offers
in this passage, it seems compulsory to opt for regarding the “fea-
tures of things” that are in question as children of our sentiments
rather than their parents. There is no room to raise a problem about
whether the sentiments have the requisite explanatory independence.
But why do we have to limit ourselves to those two options? What
about a position that says the extra features are neither parents nor
children of our sentiments, but—if we must find an apt metaphor
from the field of kinship relations—siblings?'” Such a view would be
appropriate for amusement and the comic, if that case is as I have
suggested it might be. Denying that the extra features are prior to the
relevant sentiments, such a view distances itself from the idea that
they belong, mysteriously, in a reality that is wholly independent of
our subjectivity and set over against it. It does not follow that the

talking will no doubt seem more natural to us than any other. But that is not the same as
saying that there is 70 alternative way of identifying the response. And if there is no alter-
native way, then there is no way of saying what has happened, in detail, in terms of the
image of projection, and it is obscure why we should allow that to be consistent with pro-
jectivism.

16. “Rule-Following and Moral Realism”, pp. 164-5. It may be worth mentioning in
passing that the idea of rights as children of our sentiments seems an over-simplification of
Hume’s view.

17. See David Wiggins, “Truth, Invention, and the Meaning of Life”, at p. 106; and
for an elaboration of the thought there expressed that “an adequate account of these mat-
ters will have to treat psychological states and their objects as equal and reciprocal part-
ners”, see “A Sensible Subjectivism?”.
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sentiments have a priority. If there is no comprehending the right
sentiments independently of the concepts of the relevant extra fea-
tures, a no-priority view is surely indicated. There are two possible
ways of not being an intuitionistic realist, and the image of projec-
tion really fits only one of them.

In the case of the comic, the threat in the face of which it would be
necessary to earn truth—if one wanted to—would not be that any
persuasion seems indistinguishable from manipulation; argument
is not an important ingredient in that part of our lives. (The attempt
to persuade someone that something is funny is typically self-
defeating.) But there is a sameness underlying this difference. In both
cases, the threat to a substantial notion of truth lies in the idea that
there is nothing really to choose between different sensibilities, and
that any convergence is best thought of as a mere coincidence of sub-
jectivities rather than agreement on a range of truths—the sort of
view that would be natural if everyone came to prefer one flavour of
ice cream to any other. And in both cases, the threatening thought
can be put like this: different sensibilities cannot be ranked according
to whether there are better reasons for one sensibility’s response than
_another’s. Whether or not the sensibilities are conceived as typically
. altered by argument, so that the issue can be whether persuading
~ someone counts as giving him reasons to change his mind, the chal-

lenge can be put as a query whether a mode of thought that engages
subjective responses allows for a sufficiently substantial conception

of reasons for exercises of it to be capable of truth.

~ The interest of the no-priority view, now, is that it opens up the
possibility that it might be respectable to use the apparently world-
describing conceptual resources with which we articulate our re-
sponses, in earning truth in one of the relevant areas. Blackburn’s
simpler structure of options suggests we must deny ourselves those
resources, on pain of lapsing back into a bald intuitionism. A serious
projective quasi-realism about the comic would construct a concep-
tion of what it is for things to be really funny on the basis of princi-
ples for ranking senses of humour that would have to be established
from outside the propensity to find things funny. The contrasting
idea would be that we might regard our conception of greater and
less refinement and discrimination in senses of humour as derivative
from an understanding of what it is for things to be really funny—
something we can acceptably aim to elaborate from within the
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propensity to find things funny. The concept of the comic is not a de-
vice for a rationally isolated grouping of items, things whose satis-
faction of it we take to be simply a matter of their eliciting the ap-
propriate reaction from us; having the concept involves at least
inklings of a place it occupies in a rationally interconnected scheme
of concepts, and we should aim to exploit such inklings in working
out an aesthetic, so to speak, of humour. A ranking of sensibilities
would flow from that, rather than being independently constructed
(from what materials?)!® and used to deliver verdicts on when things
are really comic. Of course we might not be able to squeeze much in
the way of rankings of senses of humour out of our understanding of
the funny. And anything on these lines that we did come up with
would be liable, as such constructions always are, to accusations of
fraud, on behalf of people whose senses of humour we represented
as blunter than they might be. We would need to take great care to
be sure that we were not merely projectively conferring a bogus ob-
jectivity on the deliverances of a sensibility that was in fact rationally
on a par with any other. But, although we must of course acknowl-
edge the risks and do our best to guard against them, we would not
be guaranteed to fall into self-deception of this sort, simply by virtue
of working from within.

The no-priority view allows, then, that it might be possible to do
something recognizable as earning truth by focusing on the funny it-
self. The idea of what is really funny need not be explained in terms
of an independently established conception of what makes a sense of
humour more discriminating. This contrasts with a constraint that
seems to be implicit in a serious projectivism, according to which the
idea of a superior discernment has to be made clear without exploit-
ing exercises of the way of thinking that is to be explained as projec-
tive, so that it is available for use in certifying some such exercises as
(quasi-realistically) true.

18. This is a serious question for anyone who is sympathetic to a quasi-realist projec-
tivism about the comic. Much of what is ordinarily appealed to in ranking objects for
amusement is suitably external but just for that reason not obviously relevant to this issue;
for instance jokes that one may deplore as being “in bad taste” (usually on moralistic
grounds) are not thereby shown not to be extremely funny. It seems highly implausible
that we could extract out of the function of the sense of humour (if we knew it) something
that would even seem to do the sort of work in a quasi-realist ranking of sensibilities that
Blackburn seems to suggest is done in the ethical case by the function of ethical thinking.
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Analogously in the ethical case; here again, the possibility of the
no-priority view brings out that we do not need to choose between,
on the one hand, lapsing into intuitionism—simply helping ourselves
to truth—and, on the other, disallowing ourselves, in earning truth,
the conceptual equipment that projectivism sees as the product of
projection. Earning truth is a matter of supplying something that
really does what is merely pretended by the bogus epistemology of
intuitionism. Instead of a vague attempt to borrow the epistemologi-
cal credentials of the idea of perception, the position I am describing
aims, quite differently, at an epistemology that centres on the notion
of susceptibility to reasons. The threat to truth is from the thought
that there is not enough substance to our conception of reasons for
ethical stances. When we try to meet this threat, there is no reason
not to appeal to all the resources at our disposal, including all the
ethical concepts we can lay our hands on, so long as they survive
critical scrutiny; and there need be no basis for critical scrutiny of
one ethical concept except others, so the necessary scrutiny does not
involve stepping outside the point of view constituted by an ethical
sensibility.

Notice that this does not make it a foregone conclusion that the
threat will be satisfactorily met; Maclntyre’s picture of our present
predicament, for instance, cannot be ruled out without actually look-
ing into the resources we still have. Aiming to meet the threat from
within is not helping ourselves to ethical truth in the manner of an
intuitionistic realism; and it would be quite wrong to suppose that it
is helping ourselves to ethical truth in the different sense that the
issue is prejudged in favour of truth’s being attainable.

5. Blackburn has purported to respond to the suggestion that truth
in ethics might be earned from within ethical thinking, and similarly
in other areas where an issue about projection arises. His claim is

that such a suggestion merely shirks a plainly necessary explanatory
task: one in which

we try to place the activity of moralizing, or the reaction of finding
things funny . . . In particular we try to fit our commitments in these
areas into a metaphysical understanding of the kinds of fact the world
contains: a metaphysical view which can properly be hostile to an un-
analysed and sui generis area of moral or humorous . . . facts. And rel-
ative to this interest, answers which merely cite the truth of various
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such verdicts are quite beside the point. This . . . is because there is no
theory connecting these truths to devices whereby we know about
them—in other words, no way of protecting our right to [conditionals
of the form “If it hadn’t been the case that p, I would not be committed
to p”].?

This passage raises several questions. I shall end this paper by
making three points about it.

First, note how the passage still strikes the note of theft as against
honest toil, as if the target were still the kind of intuitionism that
merely helps itself to a novel range of facts. This looks quite unwar-
ranted once it is clear that there are three positions and not just two.
The suggestion is not that we “merely cite the truth”—presumably
alleged to be detected by some mysterious quasi-sensory capacities—
of specific ethical verdicts, or judgements to the effect that something
is funny. The aim is to give an account of how such verdicts and
judgements are located in the appropriate region of the space of rea-
sons. No particular verdict or judgement would be a sacrosanct
starting-point, supposedly immune to critical scrutiny, in our earning
the right to claim that some such verdicts or judgements stand a
chance of being true. That is not at all to say that we must earn that
right from an initial position in which all such verdicts or judge-
ments are suspended at once, as in the projectivist picture of a range
of responses to a world that does not contain values or instances of
the comic.

The second point relates to the “metaphysical understanding” that
Blackburn mentions. This fixes an inventory of “the kinds of fact the
world contains”. It fixes also, in parallel, a conception of the kinds
of cognitive occurrence that can constitute access to facts; nothing
will serve except what can be conceived in terms of the impact on us
of the world as the “metaphysical understanding” understands it.
That is why one is not allowed to count as protecting one’s right to a
conditional of the form “If it had not been the case that p, I would
not have become committed to the belief that p”, if one establishes
that one would not have arrived at the belief that p had it not been
for good reasons for it, with the excellence of the reasons vindicated
from within the relevant way of thinking.

19. “Errors and the Phenomenology of Value”, pp. 17-18: I have supplied the material
in square brackets from p. 16.
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But how good are the credentials of a “metaphysical understand-
ing” that blankly excludes values and instances of the comic from
the world in advance of any philosophical enquiry into truth??
Surely if the history of philosophical reflection on the correspon-
dence theory of truth has taught us anything, it is that there is
ground for suspicion of the idea that we have some way of telling
what can count as a fact, prior to and independent of asking what
forms of words might count as expressing truths, so that a concep-
tion of facts could exert some leverage in the investigation of truth.
We have no point of vantage on the question what can be the case,
that is, what can be a fact, external to the modes of thought and
speech we know our way around in, with whatever understanding of
what counts as better and worse execution of them our mastery of
them can give us. If there is enough substance to that understanding
to enable us to rule out positions like MacIntyre’s with a clear con-
science, that is what it is for truth to be attainable in such thought
and speech, and so much the worse for any prior “metaphysical un-
derstanding” that holds that there cannot be facts of that kind.? It is

20. Blackburn is extraordinarily unconcerned with this question. See Spreading the
Word, p. 39, where “the best philosophical problems” are said to arise when “we get a
sense of what the world is like, what it must be like”, and cannot find room in it for some-
thing that we are loath to give up: for instance, “consciousness, agency, causation, or
value”. Blackburn does not raise the question where we get this sense, and what its cre-
dentials might be. Similarly at p. 146: “Once such doubts are felt—motivated in whatever
way—a number of attitudes are possible.” Again there is a striking lack of concern with
the origin of the doubts, and this leaves no room for addressing the question of their mer-
its. It is as if any bit of philosophy that comes naturally to us must be all right, ahead of
any inquiry into why it comes naturally to us. {In Essay 7 above, I consider and reject the
suggestion that the favouritism of the “metaphysical understanding” might be defended
on the basis of a conception of the real as what is explanatorily indispensable. Blackburn’s
purported response, in “Errors and the Phenomenology of Value”, pp. 17-18, still takes
the “metaphysical understanding” not to need defending; the response does not make con-
tact with its purported target.)

21. Blackburn considers (see Spreading the Word, p. 236) the thesis that “there is no
way in which any mind can step back from its own system of belief, survey without its
benefit a reality the system aims to depict, and discover whether it is doing well or badly”.
I am not sure I understand his attitude to this thesis. In the chapter from which I have
quoted those words, he considers (as in the passage under discussion in my text) only
“correspondence conditionals” with directly causal underpinnings—cases where we can
take quite literally the idea of reality making an impact on us. It would surely be a mistake
to suppose that when we cite such causal underpinnings for the idea that we are capable of
attaining the truth in some area, we are somehow managing after all to step outside re-
liance on the best we can do, from within our “system of belief”, to afford reasons for bits
of it. And one might think this thought ought to neutralize the inclination to connect truth
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a matter for diagnosis and exorcism, not something that can be al-
lowed without further ado to be a good starting-point for a philoso-
phy of ethics or humour. To reiterate the first point, we need not be
frightened out of this line by the bogey of “an unanalysed and sui
generis area of moral or humorous . . . facts”. That is what one gets
if one accepts a familiar “metaphysical understanding”—one that is
in fact quite dubious even in the areas where it is most tempting—
with its picture of facts and our access to them, and then tries to ac-
commodate exercises of ethical sensibilities or senses of humour
within its framework; but that was never the proposal.

The third point is about “placing” ethics or humour. I have been
suggesting that an undefended “metaphysical understanding” cannot
impose binding intellectual obligations on anyone. But that is not to
say there are no good questions in this general vicinity. Consider the
world as natural science describes it. It is plausible (although not be-
yond dispute) that that “world” would not contain moral values or
instances of the comic. (This is no concession to the “metaphysical
understanding”; what is missing is a reason to suppose that natural

science has a foundational status in philosophical reflection about

truth—that there can be no facts other than those that would figure
in a scientific understanding of the world.) Now there is no reason
not to raise the question how ethics or humour relate to the scientifi-
cally useful truth about the world and our dealings with it. There is
no reason to dispute that a good answer to such questions might
contribute to our making ourselves intelligible to ourselves in a way
that we ought to find desirable. Finding things funny, for instance,
can seem, from a certain fully intelligible perspective, a peculiar and
even mysterious aspect of our lives, quite unlike, say, being able to
tell what shapes things have, or even what colours things have. Any-
thing that alleviated this sense of mystery would be welcome, and it

with causally underwritten “correspondence conditionals” in particular. That is just one
shape that rationally underwritten “correspondence conditionals” can take. Blackburn,
however, writes (pp. 247-8) as if a thought on the lines of the one [ have just expressed in-
volves a “gestalt-switch” akin to Idealism, and in competition with ascribing to objects
and facts “their independence of us and our believings”. It seems to me quite clear that
there is no competition here. I am accordingly led to wonder if Blackburn is, in some sub-
merged way, conceiving the causal impact on us of some facts as a way in which after all
the World Itself—what we would like to get a glimpse of head on, if we could only “step
back”~—penetrates the veil of our “system of belief” and gets through to us.
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would be anti-intellectual or obscurantist to deny that. What is un-
clear, however, is why it seems so obvious to Blackburn that this
kind of consideration supports projectivism. No doubt reflections
about the benefits of co-operation and social order go some distance
towards “placing” ethics—making it intelligible that we inculcate
ethical sensibilities in our young, trying to give ethics the importance
to them that we believe is proper. (It is not at all obvious what might
play an analogous role with senses of humour.) But we do not need
to suppose such “placing” functions by allowing us to make sense of
a range of subjective responses to a world that contains nothing
valuable, or funny—responses that we can then see as projected on
to that world so as to generate the familiar appearances. What we
“place” need not be the sort of sentiments that can be regarded as
parents of apparent features; it may be pairs of sentiments and fea-
tures reciprocally related—siblings rather than parents and children.

There is surely something right about the Humean idea of a “new
creation”—the idea of a range of seeming states of affairs that would
not be as they are if it were not for the distinctive affective coloura-
tion of our subjectivity. What does not follow is that the seeming
states of affairs can be understood as creatures of independently in-
telligible operations of our affective nature. These seeeming objectiv-
ities need not be a shadow or reflection of a self-contained subjectiv-
ity: understanding the genesis of the “new creation” may be
understanding an interlocking complex of subjective and objective,
of response and feature responded to. And in that case it is a mistake
to think we can illuminate the metaphysics of these matters by ap-
pealing to the image of projection.

ESSAY 9

Two Sorts of Naturalism'’

f

1. Philippa Foot has long urged the attractions of ethical naturalism.
I applaud the negative part of her point, which is to reject various
sorts of subjectivism and supernaturalist rationalism. But I doubt
whether we can understand a positive naturalism in the right way
without first rectifying a constriction that the concept of nature is li-
able to undergo in our thinking. Without such preliminaries, what
we make of ethical naturalism will not be the radical and satisfying
alternative to Mrs Foot’s targets that naturalism can be. Mrs Foot’s
writings do not pay much attention to the concept of nature in its
own right, and this leaves a risk that her naturalism may seem to be-
long to this less satisfying variety. I hope an attempt to explain this
will be an appropriate token of friendship and admiration.

2. I begin with a claim about how not to read Aristotle, whose ethi-
cal outlook is obviously naturalistic in some sense. There is an Aris-
totelian notion of what is necessary as that without which good can-
not be attained.? It can be tempting to suppose that when Aristotle
relates human virtue to nature he is, in effect, exploiting that notion
in order to yalidate the appeal of ethical considerations to reason.
The idea is that the appeal is validated on the ground that the virtues
are necessary in that sense, with the necessity founded in indepen-

1. This paper was written for a Festschrift for Philippa Foot.
2. Metaphysics AS, 1015a22-6.
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dent facts, underwritten by nature, about what it is for a human life
to go well. But I think any such reading of Aristotle’s intentions is
quite wrong.

It is striking that that notion of necessity does not figure in Aristo-
tle’s own talk about the virtues. A quick reading of Aristotle’s ethics
may give the impression that this is only a verbal absence. Surely he
represents happiness as a good unattainable without the virtues? But
if we are to ground the appeal of ethical considerations to reason by
exploiting the claim that the virtues are something without which
good cannot be attained, the grounding must invoke a dependence
within the sphere of the practical. The good in question—what fig-
ures as “happiness” in our translations—must be independently re-
cognizable as such. But Aristotle explains “happiness” as “acting
well”, with “well” glossed as “in accordance with the virtues”.® The
good he represents as unattainable without the virtues just is virtu-
ous activity. And we obviously cannot help ourselves to the thesis
that virtuous activity is a good while we are suspending judgement
as to whether ethical considerations really appeal to reason, as we
must if we are to exploit nature to establish that the appeal is gen-
uine. There is no promise here of founding the rational appeal of
ethical considerations on a claim of natural necessity. N

Of course decent people (like us) think acting in accordance with
the virtues is, as such, a good. So we can say we need the virtues,
since without them we cannot attain that good. But if we say that,
we are not pointing to any dependence within the sphere of what has
a claim on practical reason. To say “We need the virtues” is just to
say that ethical considerations constitute genuine reasons for acting,
not to give the outline of a grounding for that claim.

I think the reading of Aristotle I am rejecting is mostly held in
place by inability to see any alternative. I hope the rest of this essay
will help to dislodge it.* But I can mention a couple of exegetical
points in advance.

The reading makes it difficult to place an attractive thesis of Aris-
totle’s, to the effect that virtuous actions are—presumably rightly—
seen by a virtuous person as worth performing for their own sake.’

3. See Nicomachean Ethics (henceforth NE) 1.7.

4. See also Essay 1 above.

5. See NE 2.4. For the idea that a virtuous person gets this kind of thing right, see, for
instance, NE 3.4,
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On the reading I am rejecting, when Aristotle says the good for
human beings is a life of activity in accordance with the virtues, he
must mean that a life of virtuous activity is recognizably good, as
such, only derivatively; it is non-derivatively recognizable as good
not under the description “a life of virtuous activity”, but under
some description that displays an independent appeal to reason—an
appeal we can see that the life so specified has, even while we are
suspending judgement on whether reason requires virtuous activity.
But how can this cohere with the suggestion that virtuous action as
such recommends itself to a rational will?

Similarly, consider the thesis that a virtuous person acts “for the
sake of the noble”.® A virtuous action’s appeal to reason—which a
virtuous person gets right—consists in the action’s being noble. This
goes well with the suggestion that virtuous action appeals to reason
in its own right, not as needed to secure some good whose status as
such can be recognized independently of whether virtue’s demands
on reason are genuine. A virtuous action’s appeal to reason is cap-
tured by an evaluation, “noble”, which is internal to the standpoint
of someone who already accepts that virtue’s demands on reason are
real. Accepting that, and accepting that “for the sake of the noble”
gives a reason for acting, are the same thing.

3. Just how convincing a grounding for the appeal of ethical consid-
erations to reason is available anyway, from the claim that human
beings need the virtues if their life is to go well? Would this claim be
like the claim that wolves need a certain sort of co-operativeness if
their life is to go well?

Suppose some wolves acquire reason. I mean this as something
one might say in Greek with the word “logos”. What the wolves ac-
quire is the power of speech, the power of giving expression to con-
ceptual capacities that are rationally interlinked in ways reflected by
what it makes sense to give as a reason for what.

I have spoken of wolves rather than of a lone wolf, and this by-
passes one of the difficulties one might have about whether the sup-
position is really intelligible. Other difficulties remain: Wittgenstein’s

6. See,e.g., NE 3.7.
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aphorism “If a lion could talk, we could not understand him”’ is
very much to the point, and we should add that if we could not un-
derstand him, that ought to undermine our confidence that we were
entitled to suppose talking was what he was doing.? But for my pur-
poses, it does not matter whether it is genuinely intelligible that
wolves (or lions) might acquire Jogos; it will be enough if we can get
as far as pretending that it is.

A rational wolf would be able to let his mind roam over possibili-
ties of behaviour other than what comes naturally to wolves. Aside
from the fact that it comes within the scope of our pretence, that
may seem obvious, and indeed it is. Even so, it reflects a deep con-
nection between reason and freedom; we cannot make sense of a
creature’s acquiring reason unless it has genuinely alternative possi-
bilities of action, over which its thought can play. We cannot intelli-
gibly restrict the exercise of conceptual powers to merely theoretical
thinking, on the part of something whose behaviour, if any, flows
from a brutely natural aspect of its total make-up, uncontaminated
by its conceptual powers—so that it might conceive “its own” be-
haviour if any (it could not be its own in any very strong sense) as
just another phenomenon in the world it conceptualizes. An ability
to conceptualize the world must include the ability to conceptualize
the thinker’s own place in the world; and to find the latter ability in-
telligible, we need to make room not only for conceptual states that
aim to represent how the world anyway is, but also for conceptual
states that issue in interventions directed towards making the world
conform to their content.” A possessor of logos cannot be just a
knower, but must be an agent too; and we cannot make sense of
logos as manifesting itself in agency without seeing it as selecting be-
tween options, rather than simply going along with what is going to
happen anyway.

7. Philosophical Investigations, p. 223.

8. See Donald Davidson, “On the Very Idea of a Conceptual Scheme”.

9. This formulation fits representations of states of affairs in the world apart from the
subject, entering into the aetiology of action aimed at bringing them about; and also repre-
sentations of the subject’s projected interventions themselves. It is a question over which I
shall not pause whether a conceptual scheme could have no concepts of the exercise of
agency except those constructed out of the concept-schema bringing it about that . . . .

Two Sorts of Naturalism 171

This is to represent freedom of action as inextricably connected
with a freedom that is essential to conceptual thought. The physical
make-up of the animal who is the thinker and agent sets limits on
these freedoms, and contingent deficiencies of imagination (inborn
or conditioned) may restrict their actual exercise more stringently
yet. No doubt the question how imaginative a rational wolf might be
is too wildly counterfactual to be worth bothering with. But that
does not matter. The point is that something whose physical make-
up left no free play in how it manifested itself in interactions with the
rest of reality, or something whose physical make-up, although it left
such free play, somehow precluded the development of the imagina-
tion required to contemplate alternatives, could not acquire reason.
This does not depend on pretences about lions br wolves.

Suppose now that a rational wolf finds himself in a situation in
which some behaviour would come naturally to him: say playing his
part in the co-operative activity of hunting with the pack. Having ac-
quired reason, he can contemplate alternatives; he can step back
from the natural impulse and direct critical scrutiny at it. We cannot
allow ourselves to suppose that God, say, might confer reason on
wolves, but stop short of his giving them the materials to step back
and frame the question “Why should I do this?” '

But once this critical question has arisen, how can it help to appeal
to what wolves need? “Why should I pull my weight?”, says our re-
flective wolf, wondering whether to idle through the hunt but still
grab his share of the prey. Suppose we respond, truly enough:
“Wolves need to pool their energies, if their style of hunting is to be
effective.” If our wolf has stepped back from his natural impulse and
taken up the critical stance, why should what we say impress him?

A statement to the effect that wolves need such-and-such is what
Michael Thompson calls “an Aristotelian categorical”.!® The logical
powers of such statements are peculiar. Consider the example
“Human beings have thirty-two teeth”.!! There is a truth we can
state in those terms; but from that truth, together with the fact that I
am a human being, it does not follow that I have thirty-two teeth. (In
fact it is false.) Similarly, from “Wolves need such-and-such” and the

10. See “The Representation of Life”.
11. Discussed by G. E. M. Anscombe in “Modern Moral Philosophy”.
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fact that he is a wolf, our wolf cannot conclude that he needs such-
and-such. Of course this logical weakness of “Aristotelian categori-
cals” raises no practical problem for an ordinary non-rational wolf:
the way what wolves need impinges on his behaviour is not by an in-
ference to what be needs. But the point makes a difference when we
imagine a rational wolf wondering what to do.

One difference reason would make is to bring the facts about what
wolves need to conceptual awareness, and so make them available to
serve as rational considerations. But what converts what animals of
one’s species need into potential rational considerations is precisely
what enables a rational animal to step back and view those consider-
ations from a critical standpoint. So when they become potential rea-
sons, their status as reasons is, by the same token, opened to ques-
tion. And now it matters that the predicate of an “Aristotelian
categorical” about the species cannot be deductively transferred to
its individual members. The deliberative question reason enables our
wolf to ask is not about wolves in general but about himself: “What
should I do?” And the deductive impotence of the “Aristotelian cate-
gorical” brings out that what wolves need is not guaranteed a ratio-
nal bearing on his question; and this even if he never forgets that he
is a wolf. Reason does not just open our eyes to our nature, as mem-
bers of the animal species we belong to; it also enables and even
obliges us to step back from it, in a way that puts its bearing on our
practical problems into question.

With the onset of reason, then, the nature of the species abdicates
from a previously unquestionable authority over the behaviour of
the individual animal. We are supposed to be looking for a ground-
ing for the genuineness of the demands that virtue purports to make
on reason, and while the search is on we may not appeal to those de-
mands. This can easily leave the individual interest of the deliberator
looking like the only candidate to take over the vacant throne. It
would not be surprising if the deliberating wolf thought reason re-
quires him to transcend his wolfish nature in pursuit of his individual
interest, exploiting the less intelligent wolves who continue to let
their lives be structured by what wolves need. No doubt the tran-
scendence can be only partial, since the idea that free-riding might be
a good plan depends on its being a way to secure things that natu-
rally matter to wolves, such as plenty of meat to eat, not having to
exert oneself if one can avoid it, and so forth. But a deliberating wolf
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might still take large parts of the natural pattern in the life of wolves
to have no rational bearing on what he should do.

He might adopt a Calliclean or Nietzschean stance, regarding the
less intelligent wolves whom he proposes to exploit as degenerate.
This involves reconceiving the project of partially transcending his
nature as a project of properly realizing his nature. After all, he has
not stopped being a wolf, and reason, which seems to him to dictate
the project, has become part of his nature. (It is part of our nature.)
The concept of nature figures here, without incoherence, in two quite
different ways: as “mere” nature, and as something whose realiza-
tion involves transcending that. This wolf has no need to deny those
facts about the nature—the “mere” nature—of wolves that underlie
the claim that a good wolf is one who pulls his weight in the hunt. In
fact he must agree that most wolves had better not behave as he pro-
poses to; but that is all right, because he is not preaching to the herd,
or rather, in this case, the pack. There is nothing he is denying or
overlooking about the natural patterns of life among wolves. Of
course he may be quite wrong in thinking his project is workable, or
in thinking it will be satisfactory to him, wolf that he is. But perhaps
he is not wrong; and if he is, we cannot show him he is by reaffirm-
ing the facts about what wolves need. There is nothing there that he
needs to dispute.

So even if we grant that human beings have a naturally based need
for the virtues, in a sense parallel to the sense in which wolves have a
naturally based need for co-operativeness in their hunting, that need
not cut any ice with someone who questions whether virtuous be-
haviour is genuinely required by reason.

4. It would be a mistake to think Aristotle might be invulnerable to
this point, because he has a thick “pre-modern” conception of na-
ture. The point is structural; it does not depend on the content of any
particular conception of the needs that nature underwrites. As soon
as we conceive nature in a way that makes it begin to seem sensible
to look there for a grounding for the rationality of virtuous behav-
iour, the supposed grounding is in trouble from the logical impo-
tence of “Aristotelian categoricals”. Reason enables a deliberating
agent to step back from anything that might be a candidate to
ground its putative requirements. This is a problem for Aristotle on
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readings like that of Bernard Williams, who thinks Aristotle had a
conception of nature, no longer available to us, in which it could
serve as an Archimedean point for justifying ethics.'?

Perhaps Aristotle missed the impotence of “Aristotelian categori-
cals”. But it is surely better to try out the thought that his naturalism
simply does not promise to validate putative rational requirements.
That he is not concerned about grounding is anyway strongly sug-
gested by the fact that he addresses his ethical lectures only to people
who have been properly brought up.!®

We find it difficult not to want a foundation, but that is because of
a location in the history of thought that separates us from Aristotle.
To understand his naturalism correctly, we need to achieve a willed
immunity to some of the influence of our intellectual inheritance, an
influence of which Aristotle himself was simply innocent. That way,
we can stop supposing the rationality of virtue needs a foundation
outside the formed evaluative outlook of a virtuous person.

5. The most striking occurrence in the history of thought between
Aristotle and ourselves is the rise of modern science. I want to sug-
gest that a dubious philosophical response to that has made it diffi-
cult for modern readers to take the measure of Greek naturalism.

It is a commonplace that modern science has given us a disen-
chanted conception of the natural world. A proper appreciation of
science makes it impossible to retain, except perhaps in some sym-
bolic guise, the common mediaeval conception of nature as filled
with meaning, like a book containing messages and lessons for us.™
The tendency of the scientific outlook is to purge the world of mean-
ing—the object of reason, in an old sense that is threatened by just
this development.

Hume is the prophet par excellence of this tendency, although he
is quite unconscious of the historical explanation for it. Reason,
Hume insists, does not find meaning or intelligible order in the
world; rather, whatever intelligible order there is in our world-

12. See chap. 3 of Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy.

13. NE 1.4, 1095b4—6.

14. For an elaboration of this, see chap. 1 of Chatles Taylor, Hegel.

15. With an eye to what is to come, let me remark that the relevant notion of reason
includes what Kant calls “understanding”. '
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picture is a product of the operations of mind, and those operations
are themselves just some of what goes on in nature, in itself meaning-

lessly, as it were.

From this standpoint, Kant looks like a desperate reactionary. He
insists that intelligible order is found in the world, but he makes this
out only by reconstruing the world as partly constituted by mind.
This looks like an image of Hume’s picture in a distorting medium.
It looks inferior, by the lights of what seems a merely sane natural-
ism, in that it conceives the meaning-yielding operations of mind
transcendentally rather than as part of nature. And it looks uncon-
vincing in its insistence that the order is there to be found; it seems to
undermine that by suggesting that we constitute the order ourselves.

This view of the Kantian alternative provokes an understandable
recoil. A familiar response is to retain Hume’s picture of the
meaning-yielding operations of mind, but to discard his responsive-
ness to scepticism, which keeps Hume himself from a scientistic real-
ism. According to the sort of outlook I mean, reality is exhausted by
the natural world, in the sense of the world as the natural sciences
are capable of revealing it to us. Part of the truth in the idea that sci-
ence disenchants nature is that science is committed to a dispassion-
ate and dehumanized stance for investigation; that is taken to be a
matter of conforming to a metaphysical insight into the character of
reality as such. (The fact that the natural sciences reveal the world as
intelligible has to be glossed over somehow; I shall return to this in

'§7 below.) Any candidate feature of reality that science cannot cap-

ture is downgraded as a projection, a result of mind’s interaction
with the rest of nature.'® "

Against this background, it will seem that a putative operation of
the intellect can stand up to reflective scrutiny only if its products
can be validated on the basis of the facts of nature, conceived in the
disenchanted way that is encouraged by modern science. For if we
are to understand what is in question as an operation of the intellect
at all, we must make room for objectivity: for there to be a difference
between being right and seeming right.'” And science has presented
itself as the very exemplar of access to objective truth.

16. This Humean image has been recommended by Simon Blackburn in a number of
places; see, for instance, Spreading the Word, chaps. 5 and 6.
17. See Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations §258.
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This will go for practical reason as much as any other putative op-
eration of the intellect. Hume himself does not officially recognize a
practical employment of reason. But we can graft a notion of practi-
cal reason into the neo-Humean position I am describing if we can
make out a notion of correctness in practical thinking that is suitably
grounded in facts of nature. Hume himself suggests that correctness
in practical thinking can be grounded only in individual wants and
likings, conceived as brute unassessable facts; that is why he cannot
see any substantial practical role for reason. But in the neo-Humean
position there is no need for this subjectivistic conception of the pos-
sibilities. The basic picture is that putative reasons need to be
grounded in facts of disenchanted nature (nature no longer con-
strued as addressed to us). And those facts can include such things as
what animals of a particular species need in order to do well in the
sort of life they naturally live.

6. It can easily seem, now, that an appeal to such facts is the only
. way to try to make out that ethical considerations make real de-
mands on reason. Given the conception of nature we have arrived at,
we have a forced choice between this and an unpalatable dilemma.

If we confine ourselves to the realm of nature, the only alternative
to this appeal to needs (or interests) is some version of the subjec-
tivism we can find in Hume himself. But in its pure form that gives
up the project of certifying that ethical considerations genuinely con-
stitute reasons. It is true that there are descendants of the Humean
outlook, such as prescriptivism, that purport to execute the project.
The idea is to superimpose some quasi-Kantian formal or structural
requirements of reason on pro-attitudes (or something to that effect),
conceived as in themselves—were it not for the superimposition of
reason—capable of fastening on anything at all. But Mrs Foot has
argued, convincingly, that the underlying conception of pro-attitudes
(or whatever) in this picture makes no sense.!® The envisaged super-
imposition of reason yields an appearance of objectivity, but it
‘comes too late to make any difference to that.

Perhaps we need not confine ourselves to the realm of nature? But

then we are conceiving reason as a foreign power, ordering our ani-

18. See especially the first part of “Moral Beliefs”.

e e e ey
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mal nature about from outside the natural world. Our lives are mys-
teriously split, somehow taking place both in nature and in some
alién realm in which reason operates.!® This sort of overt supernatu-
ralism is of course hard to take seriously. It, too, has been a target of
effective polemic from Mrs Foot: no one has done more than she to
expose the uselessness of a conception of reason as somehow author-
itative over us from outside our natural attitudes and inclinations.*’

What I have sketched here can look like a cogent argument by
elimination, forcing us to try to ground the rationality of ethics in
something like what it is for the life of the species to go well.?!
Williams’s reading of Aristotle fits here in a way, as a response to the
fact that such a grounding has its own problems (§3 above), which
means that the framework of available options is under stress. It is as
if, barring subjectivism, the appeal to the supernatural has to show
up somewhere, and only in a primitive conception of nature could it
pass unnoticed that something supernatural is being smuggled into
nature.?

But there is still the option of looking for a position that disclaims
any need for foundations. Following this through, we shall see that
we do not need to accept the conception of nature that organizes this
inventory of available positions.

7. The neo-Humean outlook I have described (§5 above), freed from
Hume’s subjectivism and sympathy for scepticism, can seem sheer

19. In “Plato’s heaven”, perhaps. In fact I believe it is quite unfair to Plato to represent
him as a supernaturalist about reason in this way. Plato is a naturalist of the Aristotelian
sort, with a penchant for vividly realized pictorial presentations of his thought.

20. See especially “Morality as a System of Hypothetical Imperatives”.

21. For the suggestion of such an argument, see Foot, “Hume on Moral Judgement”.
In that paper she recommends the thesis that “moral virtues are qualities necessary if men
are to get on well in a world in which they are frightened, tempted by pleasure and liable
to hurt rather than help each other”. Her ground is that this is the way to preserve Hume’s
opposition to a supernatural conception of reason, while avoiding his lapse into subjec-
tivism.

22. This is the context in which to understand David Wiggins’s rerqark that “Aris-
totelian Eudaemonism” attributes an “unconvincing speaking part” to nature: “Truth, In-
vention, and the Meaning of Life”, p. 134. (See also Sameness and Substance, p. 187, with
pp. 183-4.) The “speaking part” Wiggins thinks Aristotle assigns to nature must be either
the role for ordinary nature that I considered in §3, which is unconvincing for the sorts of
reasons I canvassed there; or a role for a supposed special Aristotelian super-nature, such
as figures in Williams’s reading, which is unconvincing because we know now that nature
is not like that.
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common sense, if the only alternative is the mysteries of transcenden-
tal idealism. But this assessment misses an essential Kantian insight.

Empiricist realists insist on the intellectual respectability of certain
cognitive states: those that register direct observation, however that
is conceived, and those that result from however much natural sci-
ence they allow to derive intellectual respectability from that of ob-
servation. We need not bother with the different options; the essen-
tial point is that, whatever the details, an acceptable world-picture
consists of articulable, conceptually structured representations. Their
acceptability resides in their knowably mirroring the world; that is,
representing it as it is.

Well and good; I do not believe that thought need attract our sus-
picion.?® But note that if we retain it, we cannot suppose that intelli-
gible order has completely emigrated from the world we take to be
mirrored by intellectual states in ground-level good standing, the
standing on the basis of which the standing of any other intellectual
states is to be established. We have to suppose that the world has an
intelligible structure, matching the structure in the space of logos
possessed by accurate representations of it.2* The disenchantment
Hume applauds can seem to point to a conception of nature as an in-
effable lump, devoid of structure or order. But we cannot entertain
such a conception. If we did, we would lose our right to the idea that
the world of nature is a world at all (something that breaks up into
things that are the case), let alone the world (everything that is the
case).”> Hume himself, innocent of the very idea of conceptual artic-
ulaticz)n, is oblivious of this point; his modern successors lack his ex-
cuse.?¢

23. Compare Richard Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature. Rorty suggests that
mirror imagery is suspect in its own right; but I think what follows accommodates his
good point without jettisoning such imagery.

24. 1 am deliberately being very unspecific here. Kant himself claims to have been
nudged into transcendental philosophy by a recoil from Hume’s treatment of causation in
particular. But a thought of the general shape I am describing might cohere with a quasi-
Humean disbelief that causal connections are an aspect of the way logos as it were per-
meates the world; this possibility finds expression in Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-
Philosophicus.

25. See Tractatus §1.

26. There is a temptation, which presumably issues from an inkling of the trouble this
point makes, to suppose empiricism can dispense with mirroring or accurate representa-
tion, and make do instead with an idea like that of organizing. This would be congenial to
the thought that intelligible order is, across the board, imposed rather than found. On this,
see Davidson, “On the Very Idea of a Conceptual Scheme”.
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Kant has this point, but his picture contains a version of the fully
disenchanted item that lies at the end of Hume’s path, something
brutely alieh to the space of logos. Thus the thesis that the world of
nature cannot be constitutively independent of the space in which
thought operates becomes the thesis that the world of nature is, tran-
scendentally speaking, a joint product of the structure of subjectivity
and an ineffable “in itself” that is fully independent of that structure.
This is quite unsatisfying: it looks like a displacement of the objectiv-
ity we wanted in the world of nature to a place in the overall picture
where it is no use to us—for the ineffable “in itself” is, by Kant’s
own showing, nothing to us. About the world of nature, we are
fobbed off with idealism; and it is really no consolation to be told
(with at best questionable intelligibility anyway) that it is only tran-
scendentally speaking that that world is in part a product of subjec-
tivity.?’ . ‘

This is what makes it seem common sense to detranscendentaliz
Kant’s structure of joint determination by subjectivity and the “in it-
self”. The perfectly describable empirical world takes over the role
played in Kant’s structure by the ineffable “in itself”, the role of ob-
jective member of a pair of determinants. It is not now intelligible
order as such that is jointly produced by such a pair of determinants,
since the empirical world already has that, of itself as it were. But all
other intelligible order, all other meaning or value, beyond what is
required for the natural facts to be articulable, is conceived as partly
a reflection of our subjectivity. In such a position, it is natural to say,
in Humean style, that the surplus of meaning or value is projected on
to objective reality from its subjective source. So transcendental ideal-
ism triggers a recoil, representing itself as common sense, into an em-
piricistic realism about nature, with any other features of a world
view conceived as projections.

But mirroring cannot be both faithful, so that it adds nothing in
the way of intelligible order, and such that in moving from what is
mirrored to what does the mirroring, one moves from what is
brutely alien to the space of logos to what is internal to it. That is no
reason to give up the idea that empirical thought can mirror the nat-
ural world.?® But if we keep the idea of accurate representation, we

27. For an eloquent expression of this point, see Barry Stroud’s contribution to the
symposium “The Disappearing ‘We’”.
28. See n. 23 above.
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cannot shirk the consequence, which we might put by saying that the
natural world is in the space of logos. The ineffable “in itself” in
Kant’s picture performs the function of satisfying a felt need to re-
cognize something wholly alien to subjectivity; and Kant’s insight is
that the natural world, just because it is not ineffable, cannot take
over that function.

It may now seem that we are trapped between a rock and a hard
place: between Kant’s insight and the repulsiveness of the sort of
idealism that says we make the world. But that is not so. The insight
degenerates into that sort of idealism only because Kant keeps a role
in his picture for the ineffable “in itself”, the item that lies at the ter-
minus of the process of expelling intelligibility from the world for
which Hume acts as cheerleader. In fact Kant goes beyond Hume
here, in extrapolating from the disenchantment of nature. The in-
sight saves him from supposing there is a viable conception of nature
as what we are left with when all intelligibility has been expelled, but
he does find that terminal item another role, and that is what intro-
duces idealism. The thesis that the world of nature is internal to the
space of logos, in which thought has its being, becomes an affirma-
tion of idealism only because the structure of subjectivity is con-
ceived as a joint determinant of the intelligible structure of the world
of nature, along with the “in itself”. If the “in itself” drops out, the
thesis that the natural world is in the space of logos need not seem to
be a form of the thesis that thought makes the world.

This puts us in a position to focus on the insight, without being
distracted by the fear of picturing nature as our creation. We should
not conceive the disenchanted natural world as a satisfyingly detran-
scendentalized surrogate for the “in itself”. Since it is a world, the
natural world is not constitutively independent of the structure of
subjectivity. It is a mistake to conceive objectivity in terms of com-
plete independence from subjectivity. We miss the point if, retaining
the hankering that that idea expresses, we nod in the direction of
Kant’s lesson that the “in itself” is nothing to us, but think we can
fasten on the disenchanted natural world as the next best thing.
Kant’s own thinking comes to wreck because of a vestige of the han-
kering; what it is after is repositioned but not dislodged by the in-
sight, which cannot achieve its proper form in an environment in
which the hankering persists. The real lesson is that we ought to ex-
orcize the hankering. It is a splendid thing to find out the facts of dis-
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enchanted hature, but not because that is as close as we can come to
knowing the “in itself”.

Why is our wish to acknowledge a role for the “in itself” so obsti-
nate? I am suggesting, in effect, that it kept Kant himself, who al-
most saw through it, from a proper appreciation of his own insight.
The role of science in our culture is not immediately the explanation.
Science does not itself lay claim to enshrining metaphysical truth; it
takes philosophers to make such claims on its behalf. More to the
point is an intelligible wish to avoid responsibility. If something ut-
terly outside the space of logos forces itself on us, we cannot be
blamed for believing what we do.?”’ Our position in history makes
available to us the idea of the world as science reveals it; that means
that in our case the wish to disclaim responsibility has a concrete
and determinate object to fasten on. (The rise of modern science
would also be central in an account of why we are especially prone
to feel the responsibility of thought as a burden.)

There is no need to deny that what science reveals is special, in a
way that is brought out by the point about disenchantment. In dis-
carding the mediaeval conception of nature as a book, science indeed
unmasked projective illusions, and it is essential to how scientific in-
vestigation rightly conceives its topic that it should be on guard
against such illusions. The investigative stance of science discounts
for the effects of features of the investigator, even his humanity. That
is why the world as science reveals it does not contain secondary
qualities. More generally, what science aims to discover is the nature
of reality in so far as it can be characterized in absolute terms: the
content of the view from nowhere, in Thomas Nagel’s evocative
phrase.3® And the practice of science is not a mere quirk of our cul-
ture, on a par with, say, chess. Thanks to science, we know far more
about the world, and understand it far better, than the mediaevals
did, and it does not undermine the fact that this is an objective im-
provement to say (true though it is) that we make these assessments
from our present standpoint, which includes the hard-won idea of

29. Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, has suggestive things to say about
this.

30. Nagel, The View from Nowhere. On “absolute”, see chap. 8 of Bernard Williams,
Descartes: The Project of Pure Enquiry; also chap. 8 of his Ethics and the Limits of Pbi-
losophy.
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disenchanted nature as the province of scientific understanding.’!
But it is one thing to recognize that the impersonal stance of scien-
tific investigation is a methodological necessity for the achievement
of a valuable mode of understanding reality; it is quite another thing
to take the dawning grasp of this, in the modern era, for a metaphys-
ical insight into the notion of objectivity as such, so that objective
correctness in any mode of thought must be anchored in this kind of
access to the real.3? And it is simply a confusion if one is encouraged
in this thought by the idea that what science uncovers is the nearest
we can come to the “in itself”. The detranscendentalized analogue of
Kant’s picture that empiricist realism amounts to is not the educated
common sense it represents itself as being; it is shallow metaphysics.

8. I have been trying to explain how an understandable recoil from
Kant’s philosophy of nature encourages the idea that all intellectual
respectability, including whatever intellectual respectability can be
possessed by exercises of practical reason, must in the end be
grounded on correctness about the disenchanted natural world. The
upshot is that the philosophy of nature, which aims to deal with how
the world comes to expression in logos, as it were swallows up the
philosophy of practice, which aims to deal with how logos comes to
expression in the world.

Kant’s own philosophy of practice is of course a separate enter-
prise, in a way we can perhaps understand on this basis: it reflects
the thought I have been representing as having a debilitating effect
on his philosophy of nature. He keeps something wholly alien to
subjectivity in the picture, and that means the philosophy of nature
has to take the following general shape: although empirically speak-
ing we find meaning or intelligible order in the world, transcenden-
tally speaking we co-operate with the “in itself” to make it. The idea
of making meaning fits action, so perhaps we can understand Kant-
ian philosophy of practice as shaped by the thought that there is a
general lesson to be learned here: all making of meaning has a tran-

31. See Williams’s reaction to Rorty, at pp. 137~8 of Ethics and the Limits of Philoso-
phy; compare Descartes: The Project of Pure Enquiry, p. 248, n. 21. To undermine the
metaphysical pretensions of “the absolute conception of reality”, one need not say, as
Rorty likes to, the sort of thing that provokes this response.

32. See Taylor, “Theories of Meaning”, especially at pp. 290-1.
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scendental aspect. Meaning is not in nature, on the disenchanted
conception, and transcendental philosophy attempts to show us how
to live with the thought that the disenchanted conception of nature is
indispensable to what has become our paradigm for intellectual re-
spectability. In the philosophy of nature, we have the idea that be-
hind an empirical transaction in which a fact impresses itself on a
knowing subject, perhaps causally, there lies a transaction between
subjectivity and the “in itself” that constitutes the fact—a transac-
tion that cannot be causal, since causation operates within the con-
stituted empirical world. In the philosophy of practice, we have the
roughly corresponding idea that behind the causal goings-on in-
volved in an action, there is a transcendental injection of meaning
into the world from outside: necessarily not a causal transaction for
the same reason. The correspondence is only rough, because the
meaning injected by the transcendental operation involved in action
is as it were a second dose; what this meaning is injected into is not
the “in itself”, but the empirical world, to whose constitution subjec-
tivity has already made a transcendental contribution.

If the meaning action has by virtue of being the expression of
logos is injected into the natural world from outside, the logos that
expresses itself in action cannot be part of the natural world. So
Kant’s philosophy of practice needs to reject naturalistic ways of giv-
ing substance to practical reason. The central concept must be the
concept of pure practical reason, constrained only by considerations
of form. If we supposed that correctness in practical reason might
be non-formally determined, that would deprive practical reason of
its capacity to be the transcendental originator of the meaning of
action.

Rehearsing these features of Kant’s philosophy of practice may re-
inforce the temptation to think a recoil into a neo-Humean natural-
ism is common sense: if we want to recognize practical reason, we
must construct the requisite idea of getting things right out of the
facts of disenchanted nature. But none of this further detail under-
mines the fact that that sort of naturalism loses Kant’s insight. I have
suggested how we can extricate the insight from transcendental
idealism in the philosophy of nature; what happens if we extend the
implications into the philosophy of practice?

The recipe was to rid ourselves of the hankering to acknowledge
something brutely alien to subjectivity. If we can manage that, we
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can stop supposing that behind the finding of meaning in the empiri-
cal world with which the philosophy of nature deals, there is a tran-
scendental making of meaning. But then the philosophy of nature no
longer contains grounds for insisting that the making of meaning
with which the philosophy of practice deals must be transcendentally
conceived. We can go on taking action to be the making of meaning,
to be practical logos expressing or realizing itself, but we no longer
need to think of practical logos as external to nature. But we should
now be past the idea that we must construct a notion of correctness
in exercises of practical reason out of facts available to natural sci-
ence. So we can bring practical reason back into nature; but what we
bring back into nature is practical reason still conceived in a some-
what Kantian fashion, as something that does not need certification
from outside itself.

A good way to begin to appreciate the shape of the possibility that
opens up here is by reflecting on the concept of second nature, which
is all but explicit in Aristotle’s account of the acquisition of virtue of
character. Virtue of character embodies the relevant proper state of
practical logos, what Aristotle calls “phronésis™—*practical wis-
dom?, in the translation of W. D. Ross.** The concept of second na-
ture registers that we do not need to conceive practical reason as
subject only to formal constraints. What it is for the practical intel-

33. See NE, book 2. Many modern commentators separate phronésis from the formed
character—second nature—that is Aristotle’s concern in that book: they take his view to
be that phronésis (an intellectual virtue) equips one’s reason to issue the right orders to
one’s formed character, the point of character-formation being that it makes one’s second
nature willing in its obedience to reason’s commands. (For a very clear example of such a
reading, see John M. Cooper, “Some Remarks on Aristotle’s Moral Psychology”.) But 2.4,
with the requirement that the virtuous person chooses virtuous actions for their own sake,
suggests that Aristotle conceives the topic of book 2, officially the moulding of character,
as already including the proper shaping of the practical intellect. And 6.13 does not com-
pel the idea that character takes orders from reason, as opposed to the idea that the
moulding of character is (in part) the shaping of reason. The architectonic device of 1.13,
dividing the virtues into virtues of character and intellectual virtues, leaves open the possi-
bility that Aristotle means it to become clear, as the doctrine unfolds, that the division is
not exclusive. The contrary reading of Aristotle is shaped, I believe, by the anachronistic
importation of a quasi-Kantian extra-natural conception of practical reason. (Cooper
would object that the conception of reason as autonomous, constituted independently of
the natural motivational propensities that are moulded into virtues of character, is not
modern, as I am suggesting, since, even if its p