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On Morality’s Having
a Point*

In 1958, moral philosophers were given rather startling advice.
They were told that their subject was not worth pursuing further
until they possessed an adequate philosophy of psychology.! What
is needed, they were told, is an enquiry into what type of charac-
teristic a virtue is, and, furthermore, it was suggested that this
question could be resolved in part by exploring the connection
between what a man ought to do and what he needs: perhaps man
needs certain things in order to flourish, just as a plant needs
water; and perhaps what men need are the virtues, courage,
honesty, loyalty, etc. Thus, in telling a man that he ought to be
honest, we should not be using any special (moral) sense of ought:
a man ought to be honest just as a plant ought to be watered. The
‘ought’ is the same: it tells us what a man needs.

Those who agreed with the above advice must have been pleased
at the way it was taken up. Its implications were worked out in some
detail by Philippa Foot in a number of influential papers.” The attack
on the naturalistic fallacy which it involves was welcomed by a
contemporary defender of Utilitarianism.> Strong support for a de-
ductive argument from facts to values came from a leading American
philosopher,* while agreement with this general approach in ethics
was found in the work of a Gifford lecturer, who, amid all the
varieties of goodness, could not find a peculiar moral sense of ‘good’.”
Also, contemporary philosophers were prompted to explore the
connections between morality and prudence,® and even to express
the hope that past masters would have a salutary influence on the
future relationship between philosophy and psychology.” It seems
fair to say that the advice of 1958 produced a climate of opinion, a
way of doing moral philosophy. For this reason, it is all the more
important to expose the radical misunderstanding involved in it.

* This chapter was co-authored with H.O. Mounce.
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2 Interventions in Ethics
I

Philosophers ask, What is the point of morality? Why does it
matter whether one does one thing rather than another? Surely, it
is argued, if one wants to show someone why it is his duty to do
something, one must be prepared to point out the importance of
the proposed action, the harm involved in failing to do it, and the
advantage involved in performing it. Such considerations simply
cannot be put aside. On the contrary, the point of moral conduct
must be elucidated in terms of the reasons for performing it. Such
reasons separate moral arguments from persuasion and coercion,
and moral judgements from likes and dislikes; they indicate what
constitutes human good and harm.

If we take note of the role of reasons in morality, we shall see
that not anything can count as a moral belief. After all, why does
one regard some rules as moral principles, and yet never regard
others as such? Certainly, we can see the point of some rules as
moral principles, but in the case of other rules we cannot. How is
the point seen? There is much in the suggestion that it is to be
appreciated in terms of the background which attends moral be-
liefs and principles.® When rules which claim to be moral rules are
devoid of this background we are puzzled. We do not know what
is being said when someone claims that the given rule is a moral
rule.

Normally, we do not speak of these backgrounds when we
express and discuss moral opinions. It is only when we are asked
to imagine their absence that we see how central they must be in
any account we try to give of morality. Consider the rules, ‘Never
walk on the lines of a pavement’, and ‘Clap your hands every two
hours’. If we saw people letting such rules govern their lives in
certain ways, taking great care to observe them, feeling upset
whenever they or other people infringe the rules, and so on, we
should be hard put to understand what they were doing. We fail to
see any point in it. On the other hand, if backgrounds are supplied
for such rules, if further descriptions of the context in which they
operate are given, sometimes, they can begin to look like moral
principles. Given the background of a religious community, one
can begin to see how the rule, ‘Never walk on the lines of a
pavement’, could have moral significance. Think of, ‘Take off thy
shoes for thou art on holy ground’, and its connections with the
notions of reverence and disrespect. It is more difficult, though we
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On Morality's Having a Point 3

do not say it is impossible, to think of a context in which the rule,
‘Clap your hands every two hours’, could have moral significance.
Our first example shows how we can be brought to some under-
standing of a moral view when it is brought under a concept with
which we are familiar. By linking disapproval of walking on the
lines of a pavement with lack of reverence and disrespect, even
those not familiar with the religious tradition in question may see
that a moral view is being expressed. Such concepts as sincerity,
honesty, courage, loyalty, respect, and, of course, a host of others,
provide the kind of background necessary in order to make sense
of rules as moral principles. It does not follow that all the possible
features of such a background need be present in every case. The
important point to stress is that unless the given rule has some
relation to such a background, we would not know what is meant
by calling it a moral principle.

The above conclusion follows from a more extensive one,
namely, that commendation is internally related to its object. Mrs
Foot, for example, suggests that there is an analogy between
commendation on the one hand, and mental attitudes such as
pride and beliefs such as ‘This is dangerous’ on the other. One
cannot feel proud of anything, any more than one can say that
anything is dangerous. Similarly in the case of commendation: how
can one say that clapping one’s hands every two hours is a good
action? The answer is that one cannot, unless the context in which
the action is performed, for example, recovery from paralysis,
makes its point apparent.

Certainly, those who have insisted on the necessity of a certain
conceptual background in order to make sense of moral beliefs and
moral judgements have done philosophy a service. They have
revealed the artificiality of locating what is characteristically moral
in a mental attitude such as a pro-attitude, or in a mental activity
such as commending. They have shown the impossibility of
making sense of something called ‘evaluative meaning’ which is
thought of as being externally or contingently related to its objects.
One could have a pro-attitude towards clapping one’s hands every
two hours, and one could commend one’s never walking on the
lines of a pavement, but neither pro-attitude nor commendation
would, in themselves, give a point to such activities.

If the point of virtues is not to be expressed in terms of pro-
attitudes or commendations, how is it to be brought out? It has
been suggested that this could be done by showing the connection
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4 Interventions in Ethics

between virtues and human good and harm. But this is where the
trouble starts, for if we are not careful, we may, in our eagerness to
exorcise the spirit of evaluative meaning, fall under the spell of the
concept of human good and harm, which is an equally dangerous
idea. Unfortunately, this has already happened, and much of the
current talk about human good and harm is as artificial as the talk
about ‘attitudes’ in moral philosophy which it set out to criticise.

The point of calling an action (morally) good, it is suggested, is
that it leads to human good and avoids harm. Further, what is to
count as human good and harm is said to be a factual matter. Thus,
one must try to show that there is a logical connection between
statements of fact and statements of value, and that the logical gap
supposed to exist between them can be closed. Men cannot pick
and choose which facts are relevant to a moral conclusion, any
more than they can pick and choose which facts are relevant in
determining a physical ailment. Admittedly, the notion of a fact is
a complex one, but this makes it all the more important to exercise
care in the use of it. Let us try to appreciate this complexity in
terms of an example.

Someone might think that pushing someone roughly is rude,
and that anyone who denies this is simply refusing to face the
facts. But this example, as it stands, is worthless, since it tells one
nothing of the context in which the pushing took place. The
reference to the context is all-important in giving an account of the
action, since not any kind of pushing can count as rudeness.
Consider the following examples:

(@) One man pushing another person violently in order to save

his life.

(b) A doctor pushing his way through a football-match crowd in

response to an urgent appeal.

(c) The general pushing which takes place in a game of rugby.

(d) A violent push as a customary form of greeting between

close friends.

In all these cases, pushing someone else is not rude. If someone
took offence at being pushed, he might well see in the light of the
situation that no offence had been caused. But what of situations
where there is general agreement that an offence has been caused?
Is the offence a fact from which a moral conclusion can be de-
duced? Clearly not, since what this suggestion ignores is the fact
that standards already prevail in the context in which the offence is
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On Morality’s Having a Point >

recognised. If one wants to call the offence a fact, one must
recognise that it is a fact which already has moral import. The
notion of ‘offence’ is parasitic on the notion of a standard or norm,
although this need not be formulated. The person who wishes to
say that the offence is a ‘pure fact’ from which a moral conclusion
can be deduced is simply confused. What are the ‘pure facts’
relating to the pushing and the injury it is supposed to cause? A
physiological account of the pushing (which might be regarded as
pure enough) would not enable one to say what was going on, any
more than a physiological account of the injury would tell us
anything about what moral action (if any) is called for as a result. It
makes all the difference morally whether the grazed ankle is
caused by barging in the line-out or by barging in the bus queue.
Any attempt to characterise the fact that an offence has been
caused as a non-evaluative fact from which a moral conclusion can
be deduced begs the question, since in asserting that a kind of
offence has been caused, a specific background and the standards
inherent in it have already been invoked.

But our opponent is still not beaten. He might give way on the
confusion involved in the talk about deducing moral conclusions
from ‘pure facts’, and agree that ‘pushing’ does not constitute
rudeness in all contexts. Nevertheless, he might argue, where the
circumstances are appropriate, it is possible to determine the rude-
ness of an action in a way which will settle any disagreement. But,
again, this is clearly not the case. Whenever anyone says, ‘That
action is rude’, there is no logical contradiction involved in deny-
ing the assertion, since although two people may share a moral
concept such as rudeness, they may still differ strongly over its
application. This is possible because views about rudeness do not
exist in vacuo, but are often influenced by other moral beliefs. A
good example of disagreement over the application of the concept
of rudeness can be found in Malcolm’s Memoir of Wittgenstein.
Wittgenstein had lost his temper in a philosophical discussion with
Moore, and would not allow Moore sufficient time to make his
point. Moore thought that Wittgenstein’s behaviour was rude,
holding that good manners should always prevail, even in philo-
sophical discussion. Wittgenstein, on the other hand, thought
Moore’s view of the matter absurd: philosophy is a serious
business, important enough to justify a loss of temper; to think this
rudeness is simply to misapply the judgement. Here, one can see

Copyrighted Material



6 Interventions in Ethics

how standards of rudeness have been influenced by wider beliefs;
in other words, how the judgement, ‘That is rude’, is not entailed
by the facts.

The position we have arrived at does not satisfy a great many
contemporary moral philosophers. They are not prepared to recog-
nise the possibility of permanent radical moral disagreement. They
want to press on towards ultimate agreement, moral finality, call it
what you will. They propose to do this by considering certain
non-moral concepts of goodness in the belief that they will throw
light on the notion of human good and harm. The non-moral
example, ‘good knife’, has been popular in this respect. The word
‘knife’ names an object in respect of its function. Furthermore, the
function is involved in the meaning of the word, so that if we came
across a people who possessed objects which looked exactly like
knives, but who never used these objects as we use them, we
should refuse to say that they had the concept of a knife. Now
when a thing has a function, the main criterion for its goodness
will be that it serves that function well. Clearly, then, not anything
can count as a good knife. But how does this help our understand-
ing of moral goodness? Moral concepts are not functional. One can
see what is to count as a good knife by asking what a knife is for,
but can one see the point of generosity in the same way? To ask
what generosity is for is simply to vulgarise the concept; it is like
thinking that ‘It is more blessed to give than to receive’ is some
kind of policy!

Yet, although moral concepts are not functional words, they are
supposed to resemble them in important respects. The interesting
thing, apparently, about many non-functional words, is that when
they are linked with ‘good’ they yield criteria of goodness in much
the same way as ‘good knife’ and other functional words do. For
example, it seems as if ‘good farmer’ might yield criteria of good-
ness in this way. After all, farming is an activity which has a certain
point. To call someone a good farmer will be to indicate that he has
fulfilled the point of that activity. What ‘the point’ amounts to can
be spelled out in terms of healthy crops and herds, and a good
yield from the soil. The philosophical importance of these
examples is that they show that the range of words whose mean-
ing provides criteria of goodness extends beyond that of functional
words. But what if the range is even wider than these examples
suggest? It is clear what the philosophers who ask this question
have in mind: what if the meaning of moral concepts could yield
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On Morality’s Having a Point 7

criteria of goodness in the same way? If this were possible, one
need not rest content with expounding ‘good knife’ or ‘good
farmer’; ‘good man’ awaits elucidation. The goal is to find out what
constitutes human flourishing. Furthermore, once these greater
aims are achieved, all moral disputes would be, in principle at
least, resolvable. Anyone claiming to have a good moral argument
would have to justify it by showing its point in terms of human
good and harm. And, once again, not anything could count as
human good and harm.

The programme is nothing if not ambitious. Unfortunately, it
will not work. The reason why is no minor defect: the whole
enterprise is misconceived almost from the start. As far as land
farming is concerned, the confusion could have been avoided had
one asked why ‘farming’ yields criteria when joined with ‘good’.
To say that this type of farming is an activity which has a point,
that farming serves some end, and that to call someone a good
farmer is to say that he achieves this end, is only to tell part of the
story. The most important part is left out, namely, that the end in
question is not in dispute. That is why it makes sense to talk of
experts in farming, and why problems in farming can be solved by
technical or scientific means. For example, farmers might disagree
over which is the best method of growing good wheat, but there is
no disagreement over what is to count as good wheat. On the
other hand, the situation is different where animal farming is
concerned. Suppose it were established that the milk yield was not
affected by keeping the cattle indoors in confined quarters, and by
cutting their food supply.’ Many people would say that no good
farmer would be prepared to do this, despite the economic factors
involved. Others may disagree and see nothing wrong in treating
animals in this way. The point to note is that here one has a moral
dispute. We recognise it as such because of the issues of cruelty,
care, and expediency involved in it. The dispute cannot be settled
by reference to the point of farming in this instance, since it is
agreed that whichever side one takes, the milk yield remains the
same. One must recognise that there are different conceptions of
what constitutes good farming. Similarly, we shall find that there
is no common agreement on what constitutes human good and
harm. [ shall argue presently that human good is not independent
of the moral beliefs people hold, but is determined by them. In
short, what must be recognised is that there are different concep-
tions of human good and harm.
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8 Interventions in Ethics
II

The above argument would not satisfy the philosophers I have in
mind. For them, moral views are founded on facts, the facts
concerning human good and harm. I shall argue, on the other
hand, that moral viewpoints determine what is and what is not to
count as a relevant fact in reaching a moral decision. This philo-
sophical disagreement has important consequences, for if we be-
lieve that moral values can be justified by appeal to the facts, it is
hard to see how one man can reject another man’s reasons for his
moral beliefs, since these reasons too, presumably, refer to the
facts. If, on the other hand, we hold that the notion of factual
relevance is parasitic on moral beliefs, it is clear that deadlock in
ethics will be a common occurrence, simply because of what some
philosophers have unwisely regarded as contingent reasons,
namely, the different moral views people hold.

Many philosophers are not convinced that there need be a
breakdown in moral argument. It is tempting to think that anyone
who has heard all the arguments in favour of a moral opinion
cannot still ask why he ought to endorse it, any more than anyone
who has heard all there is to say about the earth’s shape can still
ask why he ought to believe that the earth is round. Anyone who
has heard all the reasons for a moral opinion has, it seems, heard
all the facts. Sometimes the facts are difficult to discern, but there is
in principle no reason why moral disagreement should persist.
Therefore, it is difficult to see how ‘x is good’ can be a well-
founded moral argument when ‘x is bad’ is said to be equally
well-founded. So runs the argument.

Certainly, it is difficult for philosophers who argue in this way to
account for moral disagreement, since for them, moral judgements
are founded on the facts of human good and harm, and the facts
are incontrovertible. It is not surprising to find Bentham being
praised in this context, since he too alleged that there is a common
coinage into which ‘rival’ moral views could be cashed. The rivalry
is only apparent, since the felicific calculus soon discovers the
faulty reasoning. On this view, moral opinions are hypotheses
whose validity is tested by reference to some common factor which
is the sole reason for holding them. Bentham said the common
factor was pleasure; nowadays it is called human good and harm.
Whether one’s moral views are ‘valid’ depends on whether they
lead to human good and harm. But how does one arrive at these
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On Morality’s Having a Point 9

facts? One is said to do so by asking the question, ‘What is the
point?* often enough.

Philosophers are led to argue in this way by misconstruing the
implications of the truth that a certain conceptual background is
necessary in order for beliefs to have moral significance. Instead of
being content to locate the point of such beliefs in their moral
goodness, they insist on asking further what the point of that is. If
one does not give up questioning too soon, one will arrive at the
incontrovertible facts of human good and harm which do not invite
any further requests for justification. Injury seems to be thought of
as one such final halting place. To ask what is the point of calling
injury a bad thing is to show that one has not grasped the concept
of injury. To say that an action leads to injury is to give a reason for
avoiding it. Injury may not be an overriding reason for avoiding
the action which leads to it, as injustice is, but its being a reason is
justified because injury is necessarily a bad thing. Even if we grant
the distinction between reasons and overriding reasons, which is
difficult enough if one asks who is to say which are which, is it
clear that injury is always a reason for avoiding the action which
leads to it?

The badness of injury, it is argued, is made explicit if one
considers what an injury to hands, eyes, or ears, prevents a man
from doing and getting; the badness is founded on what all men
want. Mrs Foot, for example, expounds the argument as follows:

the proper use of his limbs is something a man has reason to
want if he wants anything.

I do not know just what someone who denies this proposition
could have in mind. Perhaps he is thinking of changing the facts
of human existence, so that merely wishing, or the sound of the
voice, will bring the world to heel? More likely he is proposing to
rig the circumstances of some individual’s existence within the
framework of the ordinary world, by supposing for instance that
he is a prince whose servants will sow and reap and fetch and
carry for him, and so use their hands and eyes in his service that
he will not need the use of his.™

But, Mrs Foot argues, not even this supposition will do, since
the prince cannot foresee that his circumstances will not change.
He still has good reason to avoid injury to his hands and eyes,
since he may need them some day. But there was no need to have
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10 Interventions in Ethics

thought up such an extravagant example to find objections to the
view that injury is necessarily bad. There are more familiar ones
close at hand which are far more difficult to deal with than the case
of the fortunate prince. For example, consider the following ad-
vice: ‘if thine eye offend thee, pluck it out, and cast it from thee: it
is better to enter into life with one eye, rather than having two eyes
to be cast into hell fire’ (Matt. 18:9).

Or again, consider how Saint Paul does not think ‘the thorn in
the flesh’ from which he suffered to be a bad thing. At first, he
does so regard it, and prays that it be taken away. Later, however,
he thanks God for his disability, since it was a constant reminder to
him that he was not sufficient unto himself. Another example is
worth quoting.’’ Brentano was blind at the end of his life. When
friends commiserated with him over the harm that had befallen
him, he denied that his loss of sight was a bad thing. He explained
that one of his weaknesses had been a tendency to cultivate and
concentrate on too many diverse interests. Now, in his blindness,
he was able to concentrate on his philosophy in a way which had
been impossible for him before. We may not want to argue like
Saint Paul or Brentano, but is it true that we have no idea what
they have in mind?

A readiness to admit that injury might result in incidental gain
will not do as an answer to the above argument. True, there would
be a gain in being injured if an order went out to put all able-
bodied men to the sword, but are we to regard the examples of
Saint Paul and Brentano as being in this category? In some peculiar
circumstances where this gain could be foreseen, we might even
imagine a person seeking injury rather than trying to avoid it. But
is this the way we should account for saints who prayed to be
partakers in the sufferings of Christ? Obviously not. It is clear that
Paul himself does not regard his ailment as something which
happens to be useful in certain circumstances. But in any case,
why speak of incidental gain in any of these contexts, and why
speak of the contexts themselves as peculiar? In doing so, is not the
thesis that injury is necessarily bad being defended by calling any
examples which count against it incidental or peculiar? Insofar as
moral philosophers argue in this way, they lay themselves open to
the serious charge which Sorel has made against them:

The philosophers always have a certain amount of difficulty in
seeing clearly into these ethical problems, because they feel the
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On Morality’s Having a Point 11

impossibility of harmonising the ideas which are current at a
given time in a class, and yet imagine it to be their duty to reduce
everything to a unity. To conceal from themselves the funda-
mental heterogeneity of all this civilised morality, they have
recourse to a great number of subterfuges, sometimes relegating
to the rank of exceptions, importations, or survivals, everything
which embarrasses them. . . .*?

Is it not the case that we cannot understand Brentano’s attitude
to his blindness unless we understand the kind of dedication to
intellectual enquiry of which he was an example, and the virtues
which such dedication demands in the enquirer? Again, we cannot
understand Saint Paul’s attitude to his ailment unless we under-
stand something of the Hebrew-Christian conception of man'’s
relationship to God, and the notions of insufficiency, dependence,
and divine succour, involved in it. These views of personal injury
or physical harm cannot be cashed in terms of what all men want.
On the contrary, it is the specific contexts concerned, namely,
dedication to enquiry and dedication to God, which determine
what is to constitute goodness and badness. We can deny this only
by elevating one concept of harm as being paradigmatic in much
the same way as Bentham elevated one of the internal sentiments.
We can say that injury is necessarily bad at the price of favouring
one idea of badness.

Insofar as philosophers construct a paradigm in their search for
‘the unity of the facts of human good and harm’, they are not far
removed from the so-called scientific rationalists and their talk of
proper functions, primary purpose, etc. One of these, in an argu-
ment with a Roman Catholic housewife over birth control, stressed
the harm which could result from having too many children. He
obviously thought that the reference to physical harm clinched the
matter. The housewife, on the other hand, stressed the honour a
mother has in bringing children into the world. It seems more
likely that the scientific rationalist was blind to what the housewife
meant by honour, than that she was blind to what he meant by
harm. Are we for that reason to call the honour incidental gain?

How would the scientific rationalist and the housewife reach the
agreement which some philosophers seem to think inevitable if all
the facts were known? It is hard to see how they could without
renouncing what they believe in. Certainly, one cannot regard
their respective moral opinions as hypotheses which the facts will
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12 Interventions in Ethics

either confirm or refute, for what would the evidence be? For the
rationalist, the possibility of the mother’s death or injury, the
economic situation of the family, the provision of good facilities for
the children, and so on, would be extremely important. The
housewife too agrees about providing the good things of life for
children, but believes that one ought to begin by allowing them to
enter the world. For her, submission to the will of God, the honour
of motherhood, the creation of a new life, and so on, are of the
greatest importance. But there is no settling of the issue in terms of
some supposed common evidence called human good and harm,
since what they differ over is precisely the question of what
constitutes human good and harm. The same is true of all funda-
mental moral disagreements, for example, the disagreement be-
tween a pacifist and a militarist. The argument is unlikely to
proceed very far before deadlock is reached.

Deadlock in ethics, despite philosophical misgivings which have
been voiced, does not entail liberty to argue as one chooses. The
rationalist, the housewife, the pacifist, or the militarist, cannot say
what they like. Their arguments are rooted in different moral
traditions within which there are rules for what can and what
cannot be said. Because philosophers believe that moral opinions
rest on common evidence, they are forced to locate the cause of
moral disagreement in the evidence’s complexity: often, experi-
ence and imagination are necessary in assessing it. One can im-
agine someone versed in the views we have been attacking, and
sympathetic with them, saying to an opponent in a moral argu-
ment, ‘If only you could see how wrong you are. If only you had
the experience and the imagination to appreciate the evidence for
the goodness of the view I am advocating, evidence, which,
unfortunately, is too complex for you to master, you would see
that what I want is good for you too, since really, all men want it.’
Such appeals to ‘the common good’ or to ‘what all men want’ are
based on conscious or unconscious deception. It may be admitted
that the majority of mothers nowadays want to plan the birth of
their children, to fit in with the Budget if possible, and regard the
rearing of their children as a pause in their careers. But this will not
make the slightest difference to the housewife of our previous
example. She believes that what the majority wants is a sign of
moral decadence, and wants different things. But she does not
believe because she wants; she wants because she believes.

The view that there are ways of demonstrating goodness by
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appeal to evidence which operate independently of the various
moral opinions people hold is radically mistaken. Sometimes,
philosophers seem to suggest that despite the moral differences
which separate men, they are really pursuing the same end,
namely, what all men want. The notion of what all men want is as
artificial as the common evidence which is supposed to support it.
There are no theories of goodness.
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