The Point of View
of the Universe

Sidgrwick & Contemporary Ethics

KATARZYNA DE LAZARI-RADEK & PETER S5INGER



The Point of View of the Universe






The Point of View
of the Universe

Sidgwick and Contemporary Ethics

Katarzyna de Lazari-Radek
and Peter Singer

OXFORD

UNIVERSITY PRESS



OXFORD

UNIVERSITY PRESS

Great Clarendon Street, Oxford, OX2 6DP,
United Kingdom

Oxford University Press is a department of the University of Oxford.

It furthers the University’s objective of excellence in research, scholarship,
and education by publishing worldwide. Oxford is a registered trade mark of
Oxford University Press in the UK and in certain other countries

© Katarzyna de Lazari-Radek and Peter Singer 2014
The moral rights of the authors have been asserted

First Edition published in 2014

Impression: 1

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in

a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the
prior permission in writing of Oxford University Press, or as expressly permitted
by law, by licence or under terms agreed with the appropriate reprographics
rights organization. Enquiries concerning reproduction outside the scope of the
above should be sent to the Rights Department, Oxford University Press, at the
address above

You must not circulate this work in any other form
and you must impose this same condition on any acquirer

Published in the United States of America by Oxford University Press
198 Madison Avenue, New York, NY 10016, United States of America

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
Data available

Library of Congress Control Number: 2013954154
ISBN 978-0-19-960369-5

Printed and bound by
CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY

Links to third party websites are provided by Oxford in good faith and
for information only. Oxford disclaims any responsibility for the materials
contained in any third party website referenced in this work.



To the next generation:
Jan, Izzy, Zofia, Coco, Amalia, and Rafael






Preface

If you think of classical utilitarianism at all, you probably think of
Jeremy Bentham or John Stuart Mill. We believe that you should think
of Henry Sidgwick. Bentham, of course, was the founder of English
utilitarianism, and Mill’s Utilitarianism is still the most widely read
of the nineteenth-century texts. But Sidgwick’s The Methods of Ethics
far surpasses, in philosophical depth, any of the ethical writings of
Bentham or Mill. Regrettably, Sidgwick’s masterpiece is still not
widely known. This, however, is slowly changing, and we hope to
accelerate the pace of that change.

Admittedly, no one would recommend The Methods of Ethics as
lively reading. Alfred N. Whitehead is said to have found it so ‘stodgy’
thatit puthim off reading another book on ethics.! On the other hand,
C. D. Broad wrote in 1930 that ‘Sidgwick’s Methods of Ethics seems to
me to be on the whole the best treatise on moral theory that has ever
been written:?]. J. C. Smart used very similar language, in 1956, when
he described The Methods as ‘the best book ever written on ethics’
Derek Parfit has added his support to the ‘best ever’ view, adding by
way of explanation: “There are some books that are greater achieve-
ments, such as Plato’s Republic and Aristotle’s Ethics. But Sidgwick’s
book contains the largest number of true and important claims’*

Even Sidgwick’s opponents acknowledge his significance. G. E.
M. Anscombe was so adamantly opposed to Sidgwick’s views that
she suggests that those who think like him show ‘a corrupt mind.
Nevertheless, she describes modern English moral philosophy as an
epoch marked by a change Sidgwick brought about, so much so that,

! Roy Harrod wrote: ‘I remember Alfred Whitehead telling me that he had read The
Methods of Ethics as a young man and found it so stodgy that he had been deterred from
ever reading any books on ethics since Harrod, The Life of John Maynard Keynes, 76,
quoted in Williams, ‘The Point of View of the Universe, 184.

2 Broad, Five Types of Ethical Theory, 143.

3 Smart, ‘Extreme and Restricted Utilitarianism), 344-54.

4 Parfit, On What Matters, p. xxxiii.
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in her view, ‘the differences between the well-known English writ-
ers on moral philosophy from Sidgwick to the present day are of lit-
tle importance’ It was Sidgwick, she writes, who began the modern
era in which the dominant—and, she thought, deplorable—view in
moral philosophy is that ‘the right action’ is the action that produces
the best possible consequences.’ John Rawls saw utilitarianism as the
most serious rival to his own theory of justice, and Sidgwick as its
greatest exponent.

We are in full agreement with Broad, Smart, and Parfit. The rea-
son why The Methods is not as widely read as Mill’s Utilitarianism is
quite simple—it is a demanding book to read. German philosophy
has a reputation for being difficult, but English utilitarianism always
seemed rather easy to understand. Mill has a lively, conversational
style. Sidgwick, in contrast, as C. D. Broad wrote,
seldom allowed that strong sense of humour, which is said to have made him a
delightful conversationalist, to relieve the uniform dull dignity of his writing. He
incessantly refines, qualifies, raises objections, answers them, and then finds fur-
ther objections to the answers. Each of these objections, rebuttals, rejoinders, and
surrejoinders is in itself admirable, and does infinite credit to the acuteness and
candour of the author. But the reader is apt to become impatient; to lose the thread
of the argument: and to rise from his desk finding that he has read a great deal

with constant admiration and now remembers little or nothing. The result is that
Sidgwick probably has far less influence at present than he ought to have...

In writing this book, one of our aims has been to enable you to appre-
ciate Sidgwick’s thought without having to face the difficulties of
reading all 500 pages of The Methods. Thereby we hope to restore
The Methods, or at least its key chapters, to its rightful place as the
book to which the reader seeking to understand utilitarianism at its
best should turn, and to gain for Sidgwick the recognition that is due
to one of the greatest of ethical thinkers. To advance this goal, we
begin each chapter of this book with a section in which we seek to
present Sidgwick’s ideas on the topic of that chapter in as clear and
straightforward a manner as possible. Because our aim in these sec-
tions is to enable you to grasp what Sidgwick wrote, usually in a much
more complex way, in his original text, we reserve our assessment of

5 Anscombe, ‘Modern Moral Philosophy’, 1-19.
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Sidgwick’s arguments for the subsequent sections of each chapter. We
do not cover all the topics that Sidgwick does, but we have chosen
those that seem to us most interesting and important.

Our second and more significant aim is to defend utilitarian-
ism. Sidgwick himself denied that he wrote The Methods for this
purpose, and in one important respect, he failed to do it. We have
attempted to develop his ideas in a way that overcomes some of the
problems he faced, and shows how, consistently with his approach,
objections to utilitarianism made since his time can also be met.
Thus in each chapter the remaining sections are focused on the
contemporary debate over the issues presented in the exposition
of SidgwicK’s ideas in the first part of the chapter. You will see that
these issues are not in any way peculiar to Sidgwick. They include
the most fundamental problems of ethics. But on many of these
issues, Sidgwick provided penetrating and plausible answers. In
reading The Methods we repeatedly find Sidgwick making points
that are still at the centre of current philosophical discussions. On
one important aspect of his overall position, however, for reasons
we explain in Chapter 7, we part company with him. This allows us
to provide a more complete justification of utilitarianism than he
himself was able to achieve.

This book is not a study of the history of ideas. We treat Sidgwick
as if he were a contemporary philosopher, to be listened to, but also
to be argued with. We start with some biographical details mainly to
provide you with some understanding of the kind of person Sidgwick
was, rather than to provide clues to the interpretation of his phi-
losophy. This is, we think, how Sidgwick would have preferred to be
treated: to be assessed by the cogency of his reasoning, and not as
a philosopher living in a particular time and place. This cannot, of
course, be an absolute rule. Like every other philosopher, he was a
philosopher living in a particular time and place, and sometimes it
helps to notice this. As Bart Schultz has pointed out, Sidgwick, like
many others of his era, thought that there are ‘inferior’ and ‘superior
races’ as well as ‘civilized” and ‘uncivilized’ peoples. In his Principles
of Political Economy and Elements of Politics he justified British colo-
nialism and the expansion of European culture, which he considered
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superior to those over which the imperial powers ruled.® In holding
such beliefs, Sidgwick was no worse—but also no better—than most
of his contemporaries, but today it takes some goodwill to read such
statements as an expression of his ongoing desire to make the world
a better place. We have to remember that in many ways the world
seemed different to him than it seems to us.

We will also make no attempt to present Sidgwick’s philosophy as
a whole. We concentrate on issues discussed in The Methods and,
with a few relatively minor exceptions, do not follow his thoughts
in his other writings. We do this for three reasons. First, although
The Methods is not as widely read as we would wish, it is by far the
best-known of Sidgwick’s works. Second, five editions of The Methods
were published during Sidgwick’s lifetime, and at the time of his
death, he was working on revisions for the sixth edition. The Methods
is therefore the work that best presents his most carefully considered
views. Third, and not coincidentally, The Methods discusses the most
fundamental and important problems of ethics.

We begin, in Chapter 1, by asking the most basic questions: What is
ethics? What are its methods? And what is the task of the philosopher
investigating ethics? Sidgwick defines a method of ethics as a rational
procedure for deciding what we ought to do. He groups these rational
procedures into three different types: egoism, intuitionism, and utili-
tarianism, thus limiting the possible rivals to utilitarianism to two;
one of which, egoism, many ethical thinkers find repellent. We con-
sider whether he has, by this move, preempted some viable ethical
theories from getting a proper hearing in his work.

Because a method of ethics is a rational procedure for decid-
ing what we ought to do, we will, in Chapter 2, ask what rationality
amounts to, when it comes to practical reasoning, and what reasons
for actions we can have. Philosophical accounts of reasons for action
can be divided according to whether the reasons provided are sub-
jective or objective. We argue that normative reasons for actions are
objective.

¢ See Schultz, Henry Sidgwick: Eye of the Universe, 272—3, and the same author’s ‘Mill and
Sidgwick, Imperialism and Racism’
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One very important step in Sidgwick’s progression towards the best
rational procedure for deciding what we ought to do is his careful
examination of the morality of common sense, from which he con-
cludes that this view does not constitute a philosophically precise
method of ethics. In Chapter 3 we will ask whether Sidgwick was
justified in rejecting common sense morality. Sidgwick grounds his
own theory, not on our common sense moral judgments, but on our
intuitive knowledge of the truth of some self-evident axioms. For this
reason, his approach raises an important question of methodology
that we discuss in Chapter 4. Contemporary ethics often assumes
that normative ethical theories can only be justified by reaching what
Rawls called a ‘reflective equilibrium’ between theory and considered
moral judgments. Sidgwick, by contrast, seeks a self-evident founda-
tion on which to build a normative theory. We investigate whether
Sidgwickian ‘foundationalism’ is a viable alternative to reflective
equilibrium.

What are these axioms that Sidgwick thought are self-evident? They
are: an axiom of justice (‘whatever action any of us judges to be right
for himself, he implicitly judges to be right for all similar persons in
similar circumstances’), an axiom of prudence (‘a smaller present
good is not to be preferred to a greater future good’), and an axiom
of benevolence (‘each one is morally bound to regard the good of
any other individual as much as his own, except in so far as he judges
it to be less, when impartially viewed, or less certainly knowable or
attainable by him’). In Chapter 5 we comment on these axioms in the
light of the work of more recent thinkers such as R. M. Hare and John
Mackie on universalizability, Bernard Williams, Michael Slote, and
Larry Temkin on time preference, and finally Williams again as well
as Rawls on utilitarianism and maximization.

Although Sidgwick thought that utilitarianism could be grounded
on self-evident axioms, he was troubled by the fact that the axiom of
benevolence is in conflict with a different principle that seemed to
him difficult to deny, namely that, for every individual, ‘his own hap-
piness is an end which it is irrational for him to sacrifice to any other’
This principle, Sidgwick saw, led to egoism, and so practical reason
seems to endorse both egoism and utilitarianism. Sidgwick held that
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this ‘dualism of practical reason’ showed that reason cannot, after all,
be a complete guide to what we ought to do. Moreover, if we always
have sufficient reason to do what is in our own interests—so that act-
ing in our own interests would always be rational, but not rationally
required—then that seems to sharply diminish the importance of an
ethical theory like utilitarianism, based as it is on the idea of acting
with impartial concern for others. Sidgwick’s inability to overcome
the dualism meant that he was unable to conclude that utilitarianism
is the only rationally defensible way of deciding what we ought to do.
Egoism survives as an unattractive, but still possible, alternative.

In Chapter 6 we look more closely at this issue, which Sidgwick
called ‘the profoundest problem of ethics. We consider the ways in
which David Gauthier, David Brink, and Derek Parfit have sought to
overcome or reduce the scope of the problem. We find their propos-
als unsatisfactory, and in Chapter 7 we offer our own solution to it.

If we can overcome the dualism of practical reason we are left with
the axiom of universal benevolence that tells us to maximize the
good, impartially. The final step Sidgwick would then need to take
would be to argue that this good is happiness, for then he would
have reached his goal of finding a rational procedure that can tell us
what we ought to do. In Chapter 8 we divide theories of the good into
internalist and externalist theories, and explore the most plausible
versions of desire-based theories, which are internalist, and of perfec-
tionist accounts, which are externalist. Then in Chapter 9 we inves-
tigate the nature of happiness and pleasure and consider Sidgwick’s
version of hedonism, which combines elements of both internalism
and externalism.

We usually think of morality as stating its obligations in terms of
principles and rules. There is, however, a problem with the principle
of benevolence. It seems that in the real world, a principle that tells
us always to maximize the good may, for various reasons, be coun-
terproductive. It might, for example, be too difficult for moral agents
to calculate all the consequences of their actions, so that they tend
to bring about worse consequences than they would if they acted on
simpler rules. As this example shows, we can distinguish the question
of what is the correct criterion for deciding whether an act ought to
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be done (which may be that it leads to the best consequences) from
the question of what is the best decision procedure for people to fol-
low (which may be to obey a set of not-too-complicated rules). This
distinction—and the possibility that sometimes an act may be right
only ifit does not set a bad example that will lead others astray—leads
Sidgwick to suggest that it can sometimes be right to do in secret what
would be wrong if done openly. We discuss this issue in Chapter 10,
and in Chapter 11, the related question of how demanding morality
can be.

Our final chapter is devoted to three topics that may seem quite
distinct. First, should we take into account only the happiness of
human beings, or of all those capable of experiencing pleasure and
pain? Second, in dividing resources between those whose happi-
ness we should take into account, should we favour an egalitarian
distribution, or one that gives priority to those who are worse off,
or should we simply aim at increasing happiness as much as pos-
sible, irrespective of how it is distributed? Finally, we investigate
a question first raised by Sidgwick, but more recently developed
in far greater depth by Parfit: should we, in maximizing happi-
ness, be concerned only about those who already exist, or who will
exist independently of what we do, or should we also be concerned
about merely possible beings, whose very existence depends on the
choices we make?

In this book we make the strongest case we can for the views that
Sidgwick defended. Thus, with regard to the basis of ethics, we argue
that ethical judgments can be true or false, and that these normative
truths do not describe any natural facts about the world. With regard
to what we ought to do, we push as far as we can to defend classi-
cal hedonistic utilitarianism. We recognize that there remain many
points at which one could object to this view, but it has the great merit
of being clear and straightforward. Whether or not classical utilitar-
ianism is ultimately judged to be correct, there will be much to be
learnt from a discussion of its strengths as well as its weaknesses.
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A Biographical Prologue

For philosophy and history alike have taught...
to seek not what is ‘safe; but what is true.!

1. Beginnings

Henry Sidgwick was born on 31 May 1838 in Skipton, Yorkshire, the
fourth child of the Reverend William Sidgwick, a grammar school
headmaster, and Mary Croft. He was only 3 years old when his father
died. In 1852 Sidgwick was sent to Rugby school, one of the best in
England. This was the result of the encouragement of Edward White
Benson, a cousin of Sidgwick’s father, who was later to become
both the husband of SidgwicK’s sister Mary and the archbishop of
Canterbury. Sidgwick remembers Benson’s influence throughout his
years at Rugby and also on the choice of Trinity College, Cambridge,
where he started studying in 1855. At the time, he later wrote, he ‘had
no other ideal except to be a scholar as like [Benson] as possible’> He
remained in various posts at Trinity College and the University of
Cambridge for the next 45 years.

From the beginning, Sidgwick was an outstanding student. In his
second term at Cambridge he obtained the Bell Scholarship. A year
later he was awarded the Craven Scholarship for classical stud-
ies—‘far the greatest of University prizes—which was worth £75 a
year, and for which all the best scholars at all year levels competed.
Sidgwick communicated the good news to Benson:

I was astounded by the appearance of the University Marshal in my rooms to com-
municate to me the exhilarating intelligence which I hope you received as soon

! A. Sidgwick, E. Sidgwick, A Memoir, 62.
2 A.Sidgwick, E. Sidgwick, A Memoir, 11.



2 A BIOGRAPHICAL PROLOGUE

as electricity could convey it. My first idea, although I had been thinking about
the Craven lately a good deal, was a vague fancy that I was about to be hauled
up for some offence committed against the statutes of the University. Soon, how-
ever, the benign and at the same time meaning smile of that remarkable person-
age conveyed a misty idea of some news divinely good. It was not, however, till
the oracular words, ‘You are elected to the Craven Scholarship’ had passed his
lips that I realised the tremendous fact. I then gave a wild shriek, leapt up into the
air, and threw up my arms above my head....The worthy marshal, however, who
is, I suppose, accustomed to all the various manifestations of ecstasy, remained
imperturbable; seemed loftily amused by my inquiring when I should call on the
Vice-Chancellor,...and condescended to agree to come next morning to receive
his sovereign, as  had no money about me.?

With the Craven there came another award which turned out to be
more important than the money—an invitation to join the Apostles.
SidgwicK’s interest in philosophy developed as a result of the Saturday
evening discussions with this select group of the brightest students at
Cambridge. He later wrote that his election to the Apostles had ‘more
effect on my intellectual life than any one thing that happened to me
afterwards’* What did he find so special about the Apostles? Here is
his answer:

I can only describe it as the spirit of the pursuit of truth with absolute devotion and
unreserve by a group of intimate friends, who were perfectly frank with each other,
and indulged in any amount of humorous sarcasm and playful banter, and yet each
respects the other, and when he discourses tries to learn from him and see what he
sees. Absolute candour was the only duty that the tradition of the society enforced.
No consistency was demanded with opinions previously held—truth as we saw
it then and there was what we had to embrace and maintain, and there were no
propositions so well established that an Apostle had not the right to deny or ques-
tion, if he did so sincerely and not from mere love of paradox. The gravest subjects

were continually debated, but gravity of treatment, as I have said, was not imposed,
though sincerity was.?

The idea of complete sincerity in the pursuit of truth became a crucial
element in Sidgwicks life, both as a philosopher and as a human being,
although as we shall see, in his view sincerity did not imply that one
ought to be transparent about everything.

* A.Sidgwick, E. Sidgwick, A Memoir, 17.
4 A.Sidgwick, E. Sidgwick, A Memoir, 34.
5 A.Sidgwick, E. Sidgwick, A Memoir, 34-35.
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2. Beliefand Reason

In 1859, after four years of studies, Sidgwick was appointed a Fellow
and Lecturer in Classics at Trinity College. Though he had become
interested in moral issues, no possibility of teaching ethics was then
given to him—the so-called ‘Moral Sciences’ were taught only by
professors. He began his philosophical studies with the work of John
Stuart Mill, but soon formed the view that philosophy was not likely
to answer his most important questions about ‘the nature of man and
his relation to God and the universe’ Sidgwick had been brought up
in a religious family and at first the existence of God and the truth
of Christianity were no doubt as obvious to him as anything else.
However, his studies and his scrupulous nature and persistent desire
to learn the truth inevitably led him to reassess his beliefs. There were
too many questions to which he could not find satisfying answers,
and what once seemed obvious now began to appear without a firm
basis. Victorian England at this time, with the discoveries of Lyell,
Darwin, and Huxley, was the scene of many debates in which reason
was opposed to religious belief. In this conflict, from the beginning of
his academic career, Sidgwick’s choice was clear. In 1861 he wrote in
his journal: ‘In no “spiritual pride” but with a perhaps mistaken trust
in the reason that I find in me I wish to show forth in my own life the
supremacy of reason’*

At first Sidgwick hoped that scientific studies of language, culture,
and history would help him find a reasonable justification for reli-
gious teachings. This was consistent with the spirit of the Cambridge
Apostles:

What was fixed and unalterable and accepted by us all was the necessity and duty
of examining the evidence for historical Christianity with strict scientific impar-
tiality; placing ourselves as far as possible outside traditional sentiments and opin-
ions, and endeavouring to weigh the pros and cons on all theological questions as

a duly instructed rational being from another planet—or let us say from China—
would naturally weigh them.”

¢ Schneewind, Sidgwick’s Ethics, 25, citing a manuscript from Sidgwick’s papers at Trinity
College, Cambridge.
7 A.Sidgwick, E. Sidgwick, A Memoir, 40.
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Accordingly, Sidgwick devoted three years to learning Arabic and
Hebrew; but then he started to wonder if he might be wasting his time:
I began...to think that the comparative historical study which I had planned
would not really give any important aid in answering the great questions raised by
the orthodox Christianity from which my view of the Universe had been derived.
Was Jesus incarnate God, miraculously brought into the world as a man? Were his
utterances of divine authority? Did he actually rise from the grave with a human
body glorified, and therewith ascend into heaven? Or if the answers to these ques-
tions could not strictly be affirmative in the ordinary sense of the term, what ele-
ment of truth, vital for mankind, could be disengaged from the husk of legend, or
symbolised by the legend, supposing the truth itself capable of being established
by human reasoning?®

The inability of historical studies to answer these questions led
Sidgwick back to philosophy and when in 1867 he was offered a lec-
tureship in Moral Sciences, he accepted it, ‘determined to throw
myself into the work of making, if possible, a philosophical school in
Cambridge’’

SidgwicK’s inability to believe in the Church and its teachings led
him to a decision that threatened his career as a philosopher, even
though it was the result of his commitment to the search for the truth.
When Sidgwick started teaching at Cambridge, every Fellow had to
subscribe to the Thirty-Nine Articles of the Anglican Church. Some of
the Fellows took this as a technical requirement—they had to say that
they accepted the Articles, but they did not have to do so sincerely.
Not Sidgwick. Already at the end of 1860 in a letter to his friend Oscar
Browning he wrote:

I think I could juggle myself into signing the Articles as well as any one else: but

I really feel that it may at least be the duty of some—if so emou ge [for me, any-
way]—to avoid the best-motived perjury.”

How deeply troubling the problem was for him is apparent from the
fact that the first letter Sidgwick wrote to Mill, in 1867, was not about
philosophy but about this issue. After apologizing for writing a long
letter, which was coming from ‘a perfect stranger’, Sidgwick raised the

8 A.Sidgwick, E. Sidgwick, A Memoir, 37.
° A.Sidgwick, E. Sidgwick, A Memoir, 38.
10 A.Sidgwick, E. Sidgwick, Memoir, 62.
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question of religious tests, and referred to discussions about where
‘the line between expedient conformity and inexpedient hypocrisy is
to be drawn. Mill did not offer Sidgwick any practical advice, but sug-
gested that Sidgwick turn his attention to the larger question of what,
on utilitarian grounds, ought to be the exceptions to the rule that we
should tell the truth."

Finally, in spring 1869, Sidgwick acted. He wrote to his mother:
Many thanks for your letter. It reached me at a critical point of my career. I have
just resigned my Assistant Tutorship and informed the Authorities that I intend
to resign my Fellowship very shortly. It is not impossible that they may appoint
me lecturer in spite of this, though I hardly expect it. I will tell you when any-
thing is decided. Meanwhile it is a secret. You may be glad to hear that the Master
expressed himself very kindly about me in communicating my resignation to the
College. In fact every one is very kind, and if I am not reappointed it will not be
from want of goodwill, but from a conviction that the interests of the College do
not allow it. Whatever happens I am happy and know that I have done what was

right. In fact, though I had some struggle before doing it, it now appears not the
least bit of a sacrifice, but simply the natural and inevitable thing to do."

Trinity College did appoint Sidgwick to a lectureship, a position that
did not require subscribing to the Articles, and he was able to con-
tinue his academic career. Thus his resignation did him no harm, and
because as alecturer, rather than a Fellow, he was no longer a member
of the governing body of the College, it may have contributed to the
completion of his greatest work. After The Methods of Ethics was pub-
lished he wrote to Browning: ‘T often think that if I had not resigned
my Fellowship I should never have written my book’”

It was also at this time that Sidgwick began his efforts to enhance
educational possibilities for women at Cambridge. Women could not,
at the time, become students of the university, but in 1870, Sidgwick
organized, with others, ‘Lectures for Ladies’ and the following year,
took the bold step of renting a house in which the ladies attending the
lectures could live. This led to the founding of Newnham Hall, which
today is Newnham College.

I Sidgwick to Mill, 28 July 1867; Mill to Sidgwick, 3 Aug. 1867 and 26 Nov. 1867.
12 A.Sidgwick, E. Sidgwick, A Memoir,196-7.
B A.Sidgwick, E. Sidgwick, A Memoir, 321.
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SidgwicK’s resignation influenced the attitudes of others and con-
tributed to the movement against the requirement that Fellows of
Cambridge, Oxford, and the University of Durham must accept the
Church of England’s central doctrines. That reform was achieved
in 1871 when religious tests were abolished by an Act of Parliament.
Sidgwick was then able to return to his previous post. In 1883 he was
appointed to the Knightbridge Professorship of Moral Philosophy,
the most prestigious position that a moral philosopher could hold at
the university.

3. Towards The Methods of Ethics

The Preface to the sixth edition of The Methods of Ethics includes an
autobiographical sketch of Sidgwick’s philosophical development.
The utilitarianism of Mill, he writes, brought him

relief from the apparently external and arbitrary pressure of moral rules which
I had been educated to obey, and which presented themselves to me as to some

extent doubtful and confused; and sometimes, even when clear, as merely dog-
matic, unreasoned, incoherent. (ME p. xvii)*

Comparing Mill’s utilitarianism and Whilliam Whewell’s intuition-
ism, Sidgwick found the intuitionists ‘hopelessly loose...in their
definitions and axioms’ At first Sidgwick was attracted both by Mill’s
psychological hedonism (every man seeks his own happiness) and
his ethical hedonism (every man should seek the general happiness);
but he came to see the combination of the two as incoherent. We must
choose one or the other; but on what grounds can we do so? Mill had
acknowledged that sometimes one can best serve the happiness of
others by an ‘absolute sacrifice’ of one’s own happiness. The hero, Mill
wrote, could prize the happiness of others more than his own happi-
ness.” But Sidgwick knew that, whether or not he could be a moral
hero, he ‘was not the kind of moral hero who does this without rea-
son; from blind habit. He didn’t even wish to be that kind of hero,
because that kind of hero was certainly not a philosopher. Sidgwick’s

¥ References in the text to ME followed by a page number are to Henry Sidgwick, The
Methods of Ethics, 7th edn (London: Macmillan, 1907).
5 Mill, Utilitarianism, ch. 2, $19.
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allegiance was to reason ahead of universal happiness; before sacri-
ficing his own happiness for the good of the whole, he needed a rea-
son for so doing.

The search for a justification for such a sacrifice led Sidgwick to part
company with Mill and ‘recognize the need of a fundamental ethical
intuition’ on which the utilitarian position could be based. Sidgwick
read Kant again, but concluded that Kant could not give him the answer
he was looking for—a demonstration that self-interest is subordinate
to duty. He believed that a rational egoist could accept both the Kantian
principle and the Hobbesian principle of self-preservation and say:

I quite admit that when the painful necessity comes for another man to choose
between his own happiness and the general happiness, he must as a reasonable
being prefer his own, i.e. it is right for him to do this on my principle. No doubt, as
I probably do not sympathise with him in particular any more than with other per-
sons, I as a disengaged spectator should like him to sacrifice himself to the general

good: but I do not expect him to do it, any more than I should do it myself in his
place. (ME pp. xix-xx)

Neither of his ‘masters, Kant and Mill, could convince Sidgwick that
self-interest is any less ‘undeniably reasonable’ than self-sacrifice. He
turned to the work of Joseph Butler, an 18th-century philosopher and
theologian who became bishop of Durham and had an influence on
David Hume and Adam Smith, as well as on Sidgwick. Butler argued
that ‘Reasonable Self-love’ is ‘one of the two chief or superior prin-
ciples in the nature of man’'® Butler referred to the ‘Dualism of the
Governing Faculty, an expression that Sidgwick changed into his
own well-known ‘Dualism of Practical Reason. Reading the earlier
intuitionists Henry More and Samuel Clarke, he found the axiom he
needed for justifying utilitarianism: “That a rational agent is bound to
aim at Universal Happiness. Sidgwick was a utilitarian again, though
‘on an Intuitional basis’ In this way he could unite the two seemingly
opposed moral theories, intuitionism and utilitarianism; but he did
not, as we will see, find a way out of the conflict between self-interest
and utilitarianism.

16 Sidgwick is here referring to Joseph Butler, Fifteen Sermons Preached at Rolls Chapel,
sermon 11, first publ. in 1726.
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In 1874, when Sidgwick was finishing the first edition of The
Methods of Ethics, he wrote to a friend: “The book solves nothing, but
may clear up the ideas of one or two people a little?” The modesty is
typical of the man and of his conception of his role as a philosopher.
He did not believe that he would be able to present the final truths of
ethics.

In the remaining 26 years of his life, though Sidgwick wrote many
other books, he continued to rewrite The Methods: a second edition
was published in 1877, a third in 1884, a fourth in 1890, a fifth in 1893,
and a posthumous sixth edition, based in part on revisions he had
prepared, in 1901, with a seventh edition (correcting a few minor
errors from the sixth) in 1907. This seventh edition is now the stand-
ard text of The Methods.

4. Marriage

In 1876, at the age of 38, Sidgwick married Eleanor Mildred Balfour,
who was then 31 and came from a distinguished and politically influ-
ential family. Her father, who had died when she was a child, had been a
Member of Parliament, and her mother could trace her ancestry back to
Sir Robert Cecil, aleading statesman under both Elizabeth I and James .
The family lived in a mansion of eighty rooms on an estate of 10,000
acres.”® Sidgwick first got to know Eleanor’s brother, Arthur Balfour,
who was his student at Cambridge. Arthur later followed his father into
Parliament, and subsequently became leader of the Conservative Party
and Prime Minister. Eleanor had been educated at home, but she moved
to Cambridge in 1875 to live in Newnham Hall and study mathematics,
for which she had a particular talent. Sidgwick was, as we have seen, the
key figure in the founding of Newnham Hall, but he and Eleanor bonded
also because of their mutual interest in research into psychic phenom-
ena. Sidgwick had formed a group to explore, by scientific methods,
such questions as whether there is survival after the death of the body

7" A. Sidgwick, E. Sidgwick, A Memoir, 284.
8 Schultz, Henry Sidgwick: Eye of the Universe, 295, based on J. Oppenheim, ‘A
Mother’s Role’
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and, as one member of the group put it, Is the universe friendly?™”
Eleanor, Arthur, and another brother, as well as her sister’s husband,
Lord Rayleigh (who subsequently received the Nobel Prize for Physics),
were members of that group, initially known as ‘the Sidgwick group’ and
later as the Society for Psychical Research. Sidgwick and other mem-
bers of the group attended séances, but were always disappointed in the
results, which often suggested fraud.

The marriage was a meeting of minds. Sidgwick wrote to his
mother that while Eleanor ‘is not exactly perfect’ what was positive
in her was ‘quite quite good...I cannot imagine her doing anything
wrong. William James thought that they were ‘the incarnation of
pure intellect—a very odd appearing couple’®® Odd or not, Eleanor
undoubtedly had a fine intellect—she is the co-author, with Rayleigh,
of three papers on electricity published by the Royal Society. Henry
and Eleanor had no children, and E. M. Young, in his biography of
Arthur Balfour, states that Sidgwick was impotent.? He may have
been more romantically attracted to men than to women. In his
papers, under the heading ‘My Friends; are some jottings in which
he mentions two unnamed friends and about each writes ‘Tlove him’
There is also a line that reads: ‘Some are women to me, and to some
I am a woman.? One of SidgwicK’s friends was the poet and liter-
ary critic John Addington Symonds, who wrote A Problem in Greek
Ethics, a eulogy of homosexuality in ancient Greece published, at
the time, in a limited privately distributed edition. After Symonds’s
death in 1893, Sidgwick worked with Symonds’s literary executor to
remove references to Symonds’s homosexuality from what was to be
published of his literary remains. This was, after all, the period of
the trial and imprisonment of Oscar Wilde, and on this issue—in
contrast to the issue of requiring College Fellows to subscribe to the
Thirty-Nine Articles—Sidgwick evidently thought that the time for
reforming public morality was not ripe.

¥ Schultz, Henry Sidgwick: Eye of the Universe, 28.
2 Schultz, Henry Sidgwick: Eye of the Universe, 299.
2 Schultz, Henry Sidgwick: Eye of the Universe, 779. Note to p. 414.
2 Schultz, Henry Sidgwick: Eye of the Universe, 415.
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5. Later Life and Death

After publishing The Methods Sidgwick wrote Outlines of the History
of Ethics for English Readers, which appeared first as a long article
in the Encyclopaedia Britannica in 1878 and then was published as
a book in 1886. His interests in economics and politics resulted in
The Principles of Political Economy (1883), The Scope and Method of
Economic Science (1885), and The Elements of Politics (1891). He was
the author of many articles, essays, and reviews in the leading peri-
odicals of his time, and was particularly interested in making ethics
more practical and relevant to the moral issues of his time. Towards
the end of his life he collected some of his writings on applied ethics
in a volume called Practical Ethics (1898).

Sidgwick’s writing suffers from what is one of his greatest virtues as
a philosopher—his ability to see all sides of a question, which often
led him to qualify his statements and digress to deal with objec-
tions. Those who heard him speak, however, often had a very differ-
ent impression from that left by his writings. John Neville Keynes, a
Cambridge economist, colleague of Sidgwick, and the father of the
more famous John Maynard Keynes, wrote:
It was extraordinary how illuminating he would be, whatever turn the conversa-
tion might take: on one topicafter another he had something interesting to say,and
what he said was always to the point and suggestive. He had an excellent memory,
and there seemed to be no limit to the range of his knowledge. He was a capital sto-
ryteller: his supply of apposite stories—they were always pertinent to the previous

conversation, never brought in merely for their own sake—seemed inexhaustible.
And all his talk was touched by a subtle, delicate humour that added to its charm.?

Leslie Stephen recalled that Sidgwick had a stammer, but used it to good
effect: “His hearers watched and waited for the coming thought which
then exploded the more effectually’ Sidgwick was also good at bringing
other people into the conversation: ‘He would wait with slightly parted
lips for an answer to some inquiry, showing a keen interest which
encouraged your expectation that you were about to say a good thing,
and sometimes, let us hope, helped to realise the expectation.*

2 ].N.Keynes, ‘Obituary), 591, cited in A. Sidgwick, E. Sidgwick, A Memoir, 316.
2 A.Sidgwick, E. Sidgwick, A Memoir, 315.
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These conversational skills no doubt became even more valuable in
1880, when Eleanor was appointed Vice-Principal of Newnham and
the Sidgwicks lived, during term, in rooms in the college. Sidgwick
played his partin collegelife,and his rolebecame more significant still
when Eleanor became Principal in 1891. Under Eleanor’s direction—
and in part because of her donation of £30,000, a very significant
sum in those days—the college thrived and expanded. Portraits
of both Eleanor and Henry still hang in the Newnham College
dining hall.

Early in May 1900, shortly before his 62nd birthday, Sidgwick was
diagnosed with cancer and told that he did not have long to live. Later
that month he travelled to Oxford, for he had promised to give a lec-
ture to the Philosophical Society there. He took the opportunity to
tell his brother Arthur of his impending death. Arthur later recalled
that Sidgwick had said that knowing what was to come had led him to
ask himself whether he had ‘done his work and lived his life as he had
meant’ His verdict was that he had, in the main, done his work to the
best of his power, ‘whatever the worth of it’.*

Sidgwick was operated on at the end of May and then taken to
the Rayleigh estate, in Terling, Essex, to await the end. After a short
remission, his condition deteriorated and he died on 28 August 1900.
He was buried in the church cemetery in Terling, Essex, after a cere-
mony that used the Church of England funeral service. Sidgwick had
given no explicit directions about his funeral, but in May he had said
to Eleanor, with regard to the Church of England service, that ‘not
to use it was what seemed to him most in harmony with his views
and actions in life’ and if it were not used, he would like to have the
following words said over his grave: ‘Let us commend to the love of
God with silent prayer the soul of a sinful man who partly tried to do
his duty. It is by his wish that I say over his grave these words and no
more.*

% Schultz, Henry Sidgwick: Eye of the Universe, 715. The original source is a letter from
Arthur Sidgwick.
% A.Sidgwick, E. Sidgwick, A Memoir, 599.
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6. Sidgwick’s Reputation

The first edition of The Methods was widely reviewed and discussed.”’
Most reviews were positive, although there were exceptions, includ-
ing a very critical essay by F. H. Bradley. Just 12 years after the publica-
tion of the first edition, Hastings Rashdall wrote that:

The Methods of Ethics has long been recognized as a philosophical classic. It is one
of those books of which it is safe to prophesy that no advance in philosophic doc-
trine will ever render them obsolete. It is not merely a piece of acute and subtle

philosophical criticism but a work of art with a unity and beauty of its own as much
as a Dialogue of Plato or of Berkeley.?®

John Neville Keynes, too, writing after Sidgwick’s death, described
The Methods as ‘so striking and original in character and of such fun-
damental importance as fairly to entitle the work to be regarded as
epoch-making’?

SidgwicK’s high reputation began to be challenged early in the
20th century. To members of the Bloomsbury group, strongly influ-
enced by G. E. Moore, he was seen as a relic of the Victorian era, a
period that they viewed with scorn. Among this group was John
Maynard Keynes, who after reading Sidgwick’s memoir remarked
in a letter to a friend that Sidgwick ‘never did anything but wonder
whether Christianity was true and prove it wasn’t and hope that it
was.* Like other young members of the Bloomsbury group, John
Maynard Keynes was under the spell of G. E. Moore, and had come
to believe that Moore’s Principia Ethica was so extraordinary a work
that its ‘wonder and originality’ could not possibly be exaggerated.

7 'The first reviews appeared in Mind in 1876: Alexander Bain, ‘Mr. Sidgwick’s Methods
of Ethics), 178-97, and Henry Calderwood, ‘Mr. Sidgwick and Intuitionism, 197-206. In
1877 E H. Bradley wrote an extensive critical text titled ‘Mr. Sidgwick’s Hedonism: An
Examination of the Main Argument of the Methods of Ethics. It was initially published pri-
vately and later included in his Collected Essays. In the same year F. Y. Edgeworth published
ashort book on The Methodis titled: New and Old Methods of Ethics.

% Rashdall, ‘Professor SidgwicK’s Utilitarianism) 200; we owe this reference to M. G.
Singer, “The Many Methods of SidgwicK’s Ethics) 422-3.

» Keynes, ‘Obituary’, 587.

% From a letter of J. M. Keynes to B. Swithinbank, 27 Mar. 1906 (Keynes Papers, King’s
College, Cambridge), from B. Schultz, Henry Sidgwick: Eye of the Universe, 4.
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(Most philosophers today regard Principia Ethica as considerably less
wonderful and original than The Methods, on which it draws heavily.)
Moore’s influence on the younger Keynes was so strong that he wrote
to a friend ‘I even begin to agree with Moore about Sidgwick—that
he was a wicked edifactious person.* (‘Edifactious’ does not appear
in the Oxford English Dictionary and we will leave it to the reader to
guess what Keynes may have meant by it.)

SidgwicK’s insistence that there are moral truths we can know by
intuition was accepted by G. E. Moore and W. D. Ross, the most influ-
ential British moral philosophers of the first half of the 20th cen-
tury; though as we shall see, they differed from him over what these
moral truths are. To that extent Sidgwick’s approach to ethics, if not
the content of his views, remained influential until the Second World
War. Already during the 1930s, however, the rise of logical positiv-
ism meant that the new generation of philosophers consigned both
Ross and Sidgwick to the outer darkness where, according to the ten-
ets of logical positivism, those who utter unverifiable, and therefore
meaningless, non-tautologous propositions belong.*> After the war
this approach to philosophy prevailed. It was succeeded by the view
that the role of philosophy was to show that substantive philosophi-
cal problems could be resolved—or perhaps better, dissolved—by
analyzing the way we use ordinary language. This style of doing phi-
losophy left no room for substantive moral argument. Hence for two
decades most English-speaking philosophers had little regard for
normative ethical theory. That began to change in the 1960s when
students demanded that their courses should be relevant to the world
in which they lived, and to the issues that concerned them, like racial
equality and the war in Vietnam. In the ensuing revival of normative
and practical ethics, Sidgwick began to be read and appreciated once
again. By the beginning of the 21st century, it was not unusual for The
Methods to be ranked among the best books on ethics ever written.

% From aletter quoted in R. E Harrod, The Life of John Maynard Keynes, 114.

%2 John Deigh has argued that the decline of interest in Sidgwick’s ethics was due to the
epistemology on which it was based falling out of favour with analytic philosophers; see
his ‘SidgwicK’s Epistemology), 435-46. Skelton argues against some of Deigh’s claims in ‘On
Sidgwick’s Demise: A Reply to Professor Deigh), 70-7, and Deigh replies in ‘Some Further
Thoughts on SidgwicK’s Epistemology), 78-89.
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What is Ethics?

1. Sidgwick’s Approach to Ethics

Sidgwick’s masterpiece is called The Methods of Ethics; but what is a
‘method of ethics’? The term is unusual in ethics, and Sidgwick may
have taken it from John Stuart Mill’s System of Logic, a work that he
admired, and which discussed methods of scientific investigation.
Science has its methods, and uses them to obtain knowledge. Can
ethics be put on the same footing by developing and refining its meth-
ods?' In the very first sentence of book I, Sidgwick defines a ‘Method
of Ethics’ as ‘any rational procedure by which we determine what
individual human beings “ought”—or what it is “right” for them—to
do, or to seek to realize by voluntary action’. In the next sentence he
explains that he uses the word ‘individual’ deliberately, to differenti-
ate ethics from politics, which he sees as concerned with the proper
constitution and public conduct of governed societies.

Ethics is a study of what we ought to do, not of what is the case.
Hence it is to be distinguished from those areas of sociology or psy-
chology that study morality as a social practice, or examine the psy-
chological factors thatlead us to make the ethical judgments we make
or the extent to which they influence our behaviour. This doesn’t
mean that there is no connection between ethics and the descrip-
tive sciences. We cannot decide what ought to be, or know how to
bring it about, without knowledge of how things are. Moreover

! Schneewind, Sidgwick’s Ethics, 194.
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Sidgwick believes that, if we are trying to find out what we ought to
do, a good place to begin is with the answers that our fellow humans
have given to this question, and this too requires knowledge of facts.
Nevertheless, Sidgwick is clear that determining what is is essentially
different from determining what is right and which judgments about
right and wrong are true.

How then should we go about deciding what we ought to do? Most
people, Sidgwick observes, draw on a variety of different principles,
applying them in shifting, confused, and even inconsistent combina-
tions. The task of philosophers is to examine these principles, ensure
that they are internally consistent, or if not revise them so that they
are consistent. The different ways of deciding what we ought to do
need to be consolidated into a small number of ‘methods of ethics’
and then we must see if these methods conflict because it is, Sidgwick
tells us, ‘a fundamental postulate of Ethics, that so far as two methods
conflict, one or other of them must be modified or rejected’ (ME 6).

So what are these methods and what are these different practical
principles that ‘the common sense of mankind is prima facie prepared
to accept as ultimate’? We need to set aside, first, ends that depend on
some further goal. A doctor may tell a patient that he ought to exer-
cise, but this advice presupposes that the patient wants to be healthy.
If he prefers a life without exertion to good health, the ‘ought’ has no
further hold on him. A method of ethics must be about ends that are
not optional in this way (ME 7).

The man who prefers an indolent life does not take his own good
health as an end, but presumably that is because he thinks that he will
be happier if he does not exercise, and he wants happiness for its own
sake. Most people would agree, Sidgwick says, that to act in your own
interests, and thus to seek your own happiness, is ‘a manifest obliga-
tion. (Sidgwick is here quoting Butler.) We may baulk at the idea of
describing the pursuit of our own happiness as an obligation, per-
haps because people are all too ready to do it anyway, but we are likely
to agree that people ought to care for their own happiness, and that
there would be something odd—perhaps even irrational—in being
totally unconcerned about it. Thus Sidgwick has arrived at the first
candidate for the status of an ultimate principle: the principle that we
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ought to be concerned for our own happiness. The method based on
this principle is the method of egoism.

Although most people would agree that one’s own happiness is an
ultimate end, common moral opinion also takes many other rules as
fundamental, for example rules requiring us to act honestly and justly.
Generally speaking, Sidgwick says, these rules are regarded as binding,
irrespective of the consequences of obeying them. They present them-
selves to us intuitively, as directly or self-evidently true, and their valid-
ity is, or appears to be, categorical; that is, independent of any other
principles or ultimate ends. Hence the approach to ethics based on
these rules constitutes another method of ethics, which Sidgwick calls
the method of intuitionism. In obeying these rules, we achieve the goal
of our own moral perfection or excellence (ME 8).

Egoists would, of course, reject the idea that it can be right to fol-
low a rule for the rule’s sake, irrespective of its consequences. In their
view, it would be right to follow a rule only if doing so will improve
the prospects of achieving one’s own happiness. But there is also
another possible basis for rejecting the idea of following rules regard-
less of the consequences. We might take the ultimate end to be, not
our own happiness, but everyone’s happiness. This is the utilitarian
view. Utilitarians hold that rules are to be followed only to the extent
that obeying them will help to bring about the general happiness;
aiming at the general happiness is the one categorical duty, and all
other duties are applications of it.

We have therefore arrived at three distinct ‘methods of ethics’
which Sidgwick will proceed to examine in detail—not so much to
prove them valid or invalid, but rather to give, as he says, a ‘critical
exposition’ of each method (ME78). In the history of ethical thought,
all three of these methods of reasoning—egoism, intuitionism, and
utilitarianism—have been implicit in many of the approaches taken,
but Sidgwick’s focus is not on the history of these schools of thought,
nor on the specific ethical theories that have resulted from their use.
Instead he wants to examine them as occupants of some kind of logi-
cal space, or as he puts it: ‘as alternatives between which—as far as
they cannot be reconciled—the human mind seems to me necessar-
ily forced to choose, when it attempts to frame a complete synthesis
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of practical maxims and to act in a perfectly consistent manner’
(ME12).

Why just these three methods, and not others? Sidgwick does dis-
cuss three other possible ultimate reasons for action: that we should
do what God wills, that we should seek self-realization, and that we
should live in accordance with our nature. With regard to the view
that we should act in accordance with God’s will, he makes the wry
comment that “There is indeed a difficulty in understanding how
God’s Will can fail to be realized, whether we do right or wrong..’
He then mentions a more practical difficulty with taking God’s will as
a reason for acting: to do so we would need to know what God’s will
is. If it is claimed that we can know this only by revelation, then obvi-
ously to know what we ought to do we must go beyond the scope of
ethics. If on the other hand it is claimed that we can know the divine
will by the use of our reason, then we are going to engage in the same
process of thought that Sidgwick is already planning, and the appeal
to God’s will does not offer any special criterion of what is right.

The suggestion that we seek self-realization could, Sidgwick notes,
beunderstood asaform of the method of egoism, since self-realization
is arguably what best promotes our own interests. Alternatively, it
could be seen as a form of the principle that we should live in accord-
ance with our own nature. This latter principle, Sidgwick points out,
only makes sense on the assumption that nature shows some form of
design, and hence that by looking at human nature, we can discover
the kind of life we were designed to live. For if the natural world is
aimless, how can it determine what we ought to do? Advocates of this
view also fail to specify what they mean by ‘natural’ Is every human
impulse natural? If not, how are we to determine which impulses are
natural and which are not? Not, surely, by rejecting the less common
ones as unnatural, nor by discovering which occurred earlier in our
development, for, as Sidgwick writes, there is no ground for assuming
that ‘Nature abhors the exceptional, or prefers the earlier in time to
the later’; and he adds that, if we look at the history of our species, we
find that some of our most admirable impulses, like philanthropy, or
love of knowledge, are both rarer and appeared later than other, less
admirable impulses (ME 81-2). Once such confusions are exposed,
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however, attempts to derive what ought to be by appealing to what
our nature is stand revealed as palpable failures.

2. The Scope of Ethics

The most striking aspect of Sidgwick’s definition of a method of
ethics is its breadth. For Sidgwick ethics is concerned with what
it is rational and reasonable to do, and any rational procedure by
which we determine what individual human beings ought to do will
count as a method of ethics. There are no constraints on the upshot
of rationality. If there are overriding reasons to act in accordance
with an ultimate principle, then that principle is, for Sidgwick, an
ethical principle—and conversely, if something truly is an ultimate
ethical principle, it cannot be irrational to act on it. This definition
enables him to classify egoism as a method of ethics.

Sidgwick’s understanding of ‘ethics’ is wider than ‘morality’ as
employed by many philosophers today. R. M. Hare, one of the most
significant figures in 20th-century British moral philosophy, argued
that if I make a moral judgment, I must be prepared to universalize
it—and that means that I must be willing to apply the judgment irre-
spective of who gains or loses from it.> The fact that I will be happier if
I embezzle millions of dollars from my employer does not show that
this is what I ought to do, because when we make moral judgments,
the fact that I am the one who gains is not relevant. I would have to
apply the same judgment even if I were the employer, and someone
else were the embezzler, or if I were neither of these but the employees
who had to take wage cuts, or the consumers who had to pay higher
prices, to make up for the losses—and of course I would not want
to do that. Thus universalizability rules out ‘first person egoism’—
that is, the form of egoism that makes an ineliminable reference to
the speaker’s interests. “Third person egoism'—represented by the
principle ‘Everyone ought to do what is in his or her own interests’ —
is universalizable, because it contains no first person pronouns or
proper names. But if I accept third person egoism, I must accept that

2 Hare, Freedom and Reason, ch. 3, and Moral Thinking, ch. 6.
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the thief who steals my wallet is doing what he ought to do—as long
as he has correctly judged that the theft is in his interest.

Since universalizability is, for Hare, a matter of how we use moral
language, the first person egoist cannot, on Hare’s view, make gen-
uine moral judgments. The first person egoist can, however, con-
sistently be an amoralist, declining to make any moral judgments
at all. Whether any form of egoism is a rational position to hold is a
separate question that would require more substantive argument.
We will consider David Gauthier’s defence of rational egoism in
Chapter 6, when we discuss Sidgwick’s problem of the dualism of
practical reason; for our present purposes, it is sufficient to note
that this question cannot be answered by a definition of ‘morality’
or an account of how we use moral language.

John Rawls regards egoism as consistent, and therefore not irra-
tional, but ‘incompatible with what we intuitively regard as the
moral point of view’?* For Rawls, egoism is not an alternative con-
ception of what it is right to do, but ‘a challenge to any such concep-
tion’ Derek Parfit agrees. He refers to the way Sidgwick uses ‘ought’
as the ‘decisive-reason’ sense, according to which ‘what we ought to
do’ means ‘what we have decisive reasons to do. He thinks, however,
that there is a distinct ‘moral ought’ that is worth preserving. In this
distinct sense, it would be misleading to use ‘ought’ to mean ‘what we
have decisive reasons to do. He points out that: “We often believe that
we have decisive reasons to act in some way, though we do not believe
that we ought morally to act in this way’* In a note in which he dis-
cusses some of Sidgwick’s mistakes, he writes: ‘He should have distin-
guished more clearly between the concept of what we ought morally
to do, and of what we have most reason to do.*

Hare, Rawls, and Parfit are no doubt right about how moral lan-
guage is commonly used. Sidgwick himself is not oblivious to this
usage, for he occasionally acknowledges that it is common to distin-
guish prudential judgments from moral judgments (for example, ME
25). He uses ‘ethics’ in a wider sense, however, and we think it is to

* Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 117.
4 Parfit, On What Matters, Volume One 166.
5 Parfit, On What Matters, Volume One, 453, note to p. xl.
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SidgwicK’s credit that he did not seek to make a merely terminologi-
cal point about the nature of ethics. Since one of the aims of this book
is to expound Sidgwick’s position, we will follow Sidgwick’s terminol-
ogy. This means using ‘ought’ in the wide sense—what Parfit calls the
‘decisive-reason’ sense—so that to say that people ought to do some-
thing is to say that they have decisive reasons to do it.

Nothing substantive depends on the usage we adopt. If we had
adopted the narrower usage, we could still have asked what it is
rational for an individual to do, and the egoist’s answer would have
remained a possible answer to that question, alongside the method of
intuitionism and the method of utilitarianism. We might then have
called egoism a ‘method of rational choice rather than a ‘method of
ethics’ and the contest for the best ‘method of ethics’ in this narrow
sense of the term would then have been—at least as far as Sidgwick’s
chosen ‘methods’ are concerned—between intuitionism and utili-
tarianism. As we shall argue in Chapter 6, however, the victory for
‘ethics’ would prove hollow if egoism turns out to be superior as a
method of rational choice.

If Sidgwick did not distinguish clearly between ‘ethics’ and ‘moral-
ity’ nor between what we have most reason to do and what morality
requires us to do, he may have assumed that when we say that an act
is morally wrong, we imply that we have decisive reasons not to do
it. Many people regard it as strange to contemplate that reason and
morality could come apart—that is, that the morally right thing to do
might be something quite different from what we have most reason to
do. Internalists about the relationship between reason and morality,
or moral rationalists as they are sometimes called, hold that if some-
thing is morally wrong, then we have a reason not to do it (strong
moral rationalists say that we have an overriding reason not to do
it). Externalists about the relationship between reason and morality
hold that the reasons for doing what is right lie outside morality—for
instance, in feelings of empathy or compassion for others, or perhaps

¢ Sidgwick’s approach now seems quite contemporary. Scanlon observes at the outset
of Being Realistic about Reasons that, although English-language moral philosophy in the
second half of the 20th century tended to focus on the meanings of moral judgments, today
the pendulum has swung back towards a focus on what we have most reason to do.
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in the desire to be rewarded in heaven, or to maintain one’s reputation
as an ethical person. Strong moral rationalism gains support from
the oddity of recommending one course of conduct as morally right,
while at the same time saying that it would be rational to do some-
thing else. Does not such a view undermine morality altogether? This
troubling possibility is one ground for preferring the wider usage, in
which what we ought to do is what it is rational to do. Then the ques-
tion does not even arise; but as we have said, nothing really hangs on
the terminological issue, because we still have to discuss, for example,
whether it is rational to show concern for others, rather than only for
oneself. We shall return to these issues in Chapters 6 and 7.

3. The Aim of Ethics

What is the point of doing moral philosophy? Are moral philoso-
phers like some kind of secular preacher, who, appealing to reason
rather than to divine revelation, tells you what you ought to do? We
recognize expertise in physics, medicine, mathematics, and history;,
but many people find the idea that philosophers are, or can be, ‘moral
experts’ disturbing or even offensive. We can easily accept that we do
not know much about how computers work, so when our computers
cease to work properly, we seek expert assistance. But what is it that
moral philosophers know that other people do not? And how can
that help us decide what we ought to do? On moral issues, we tend to
believe, people should think for themselves.

Sidgwick believes that moral philosophy, when done well, enables
us to get clearer and better answers to the central question: ‘What
ought I to do?’ This is possible because ‘the unphilosophic man is apt
to hold different principles at once, and to apply different methods in
more or less confused combination’ (ME 6). Consistently with that
view, Sidgwick sees the aim of the study of ethics as ‘to systematise
and free from error the apparent cognitions that most men have of
the rightness or reasonableness of conduct’ and to find ‘valid ulti-
mate reasons for acting or abstaining’ (ME 77-8). The aim of the
moral philosopher is not merely to ‘define and formulate the com-
mon moral opinions of mankind;, but ‘to tell men what they ought
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to think, rather than what they do think: he is expected to transcend
Common Sense in his premises, and is allowed a certain divergence
from Common Sense in his conclusions’ (ME 373).

Sidgwick believes that moral judgments are about something real,
and we can get them right or we can get them wrong. Careful reflec-
tion on the nature and ground of our judgments, of the sort that he
himself undertakes in The Methods of Ethics, will reduce the likeli-
hood of error. So those who spend some of their time thinking and
reflecting about ethics are more likely to give a true answer to the
question ‘What ought I to do?’ than those who do not do this. That
makes moral philosophers moral experts, at least relative to the unre-
flective others, even if Sidgwick was too modest to claim that title for
himself.

4. Why Only These Methods of Ethics?

As we have seen, Sidgwick chooses only three methods—egoism,
intuitionism, and utilitarianism—for detailed examination. Terence
Irwin has challenged SidgwicK’s justification for selecting just these
methods. He points out that when Sidgwick defends his choice of
methods, he says that he is interested in methods ‘which are logi-
cally connected with the different ultimate reasons widely accepted’
and goes on to say that ‘such reasons were supplied by the notions of
Happiness and Excellence or Perfection...regarded as ultimate ends,
and Duty as prescribed by unconditional rules’ (ME 78). In the case
of happiness, because we can aim at it either for ourselves or univer-
sally, Sidgwick presents two methods—egoistic hedonism and uni-
versalist hedonism. One could expect, Irwin writes, that he would do
the same with perfectionism, and present egoistic perfectionism and
universalist perfectionism.” Moreover, a distinct reason for action
is given by the idea that moral principles are unconditionally bind-
ing, without any further reference to any ends that they promote.
That should make five methods, the first four what we now call now
teleological, and the last a deontological one. Sidgwick reduces this

7 See Irwin, Development of Ethics, 449.
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to three by absorbing the goal of excellence or perfection, whether
aimed at for oneself or universally, into the deontological method of
perfectionism.®

Irwin believes that Sidgwick has no satisfactory reason for this
move. First, Irwin sees no ground for dividing the goal of happiness
into egoistic and universalist variants while not treating the goal of
perfection in the same way, and second he sees no reason for treat-
ing teleological perfectionism and deontological intuitionism as the
same method.’

Sidgwick has anticipated this criticism. In the first chapter of The
Methods, he refers to the fact that the goal of happiness can be pur-
sued either for oneself or for everyone. He then turns to the goal
of excellence or perfection, and comments: ‘At first sight, indeed,
the same alternatives present themselves. There is, however, a dif-
ference. We are all familiar with circumstances in which we face
a choice between our own happiness and the happiness of others.
Similarly, we can imagine circumstances in which we face a choice
between our own perfection or excellence, and the excellence or
perfection of others. (Perhaps we would have to betray our friends
in order to prevent many others falling under a corrupting influ-
ence.) In the case of happiness, many thinkers urge that I should be
prepared to give up my own happiness for the sake of the happiness
of others, but when it comes to excellence or perfection, Sidgwick
notes, ‘no moralist who takes Excellence as an ultimate end has ever
approved of such sacrifice’ and ‘no one has ever directed an individ-
ual to promote the virtue of others except in so far as this promotion
is compatible with, or rather involved in, the complete realisation of
Virtue in himself” (ME 10-11). In other words, universal perfection-
ism as a teleological method of ethics that parallels universal hedon-
ism by trying to maximize what it takes to be of ultimate value is a
friendless non-starter.”

8 Irwin, Development of Ethics, 449.

® Irwin, Development of Ethics, 452.

1 Anthony Skelton has pointed out to us that Hastings Rashdall, in The Theory of Good
and Evil (awork he dedicated ‘to the memory of my teachers, Thomas Hill Green and Henry
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That might still leave us with four methods, rather than three; but
Sidgwick also offers a reason for holding that perfectionism is not an
independent method. Instead, he argues, it has to be grounded on the
deontological approach that is central to his method of intuitionism:

And since Virtue is commonly conceived as the most valuable element of human
Excellence...any method which takes Perfection or Excellence of human nature
as ultimate End will prima facie coincide to a great extent with that based on what
I called the Intuitional view: and I have accordingly decided to treat it as a special
form of this latter. (ME 11)

This passage is followed by a footnote in which Sidgwick explains
that later in his book he will argue that Perfectionism cannot be an
Ultimate End. We shall discuss that argument in Chapter 8; here
Sidgwick is limiting himself to explaining why, although the goal

Sidgwick’), came close to approving of the sacrifice of one’s own virtue for the greater good
of others. Rashdall writes:

in considering one’s own moral good, there may be cases in which it may be

right, just in order to do one’s duty, to adopt a course of action which may be

likely on the whole to have an injurious effect on one’s own character, in that

sense of character in which a man is made better or worse by influences not

under the immediate control of his own will. It may sometimes be right for a

man to adopt a profession which in the long run may have a lowering effect

upon his ideals and upon his conduct, in preference to one which would be

likely to have a more elevating influence; or in innumerable other ways to face

temptations which he does not know that he will always be able to resist rather

than to purchase his own moral purity at the cost of other people’s well-being.

(The Theory of Good and Evil, ii. 46-7)
Skelton points out that, for Rashdall, well-being includes virtue (The Theory of Good and
Evil, 37) and therefore this implies that Rashdall thinks it right to sacrifice one’s own vir-
tue to increase the virtue of others. On the other hand, after the passage quoted, Rashdall
immediately goes on to counter such an implication by writing:

But still, this admission does not involve any abandonment of our previous
contention—that it can never be right for a man to do an immediately wrong
act for the sake of any other advantage to himself or others. By choosing the
greater good, he has done his duty (even in choosing a course which may in
the long run react in some ways unfavourably upon his own character), and
by doing his duty he has chosen the greatest good for himself. He would have
become a worse man by taking the opposite course. Paradox as it may seem,
he would have become a less moral man on the whole by attaching too high a
value to his own Morality.

So it seems that, for Rashdall, it is not possible to sacrifice one’s virtue by doing what is right,
for that would not be a sacrifice of one’s own virtue.
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of happiness leads to two distinct methods, the goal of perfection-
ism does not, and indeed does not even constitute an independent
method.

Sidgwick returns to this question in his subsequent justification of
his selection of the three methods in the chapter on ‘Ethical Principles
and Methods” where he admits that ‘almost any method may be con-
nected with almost any ultimate reason by means of some—often
plausible—assumption’ and that this makes it difficult to classify eth-
ical systems, as their affinities with each other may vary depending
on whether one is comparing the ultimate ends, or the method. He
says that, in deciding how to classify ethical systems, he will take the
distinctness of the methods as paramount. Since the view that per-
fection is the ultimate end takes right conduct to be determined by
axioms of duty that we know intuitively, it falls under the method of
intuitionism (ME 83-4).

Sidgwick’s explanation of why he lumps together perfectionism and
common sense morality under the umbrella of the method of intui-
tionism may not satisfy everyone. Even those who think Sidgwick
should have treated perfectionism as a separate method, however,
must admit that Sidgwick does take the arguments in favour of per-
fectionism into account, when he considers whether perfectionism is
an ultimate end.

Now that we have understood why Sidgwick chooses the three
methods of egoism, intuitionism, and utilitarianism, we will consider
whether he is on firm ground in rejecting possible methods of eth-
ics based on God’s will, self-realization, and acting according to our
nature.

Sidgwick mentions that ‘many religious persons’ regard the fact
that God wills us to do something as the highest reason for doing
it. That statement remains true today, and makes this point worth
a fuller discussion. We share Sidgwick’s difficulty in understanding
how we could do something that is contrary to the will of an omnisci-
ent, omnipotent creator, who must have been able to foresee, when he
created the universe, every action of every human being, and presum-
ably has the ability to change each and every one of our actions, if he
wishes to do so. The usual story that theists tell here is that God gave
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us free will, because that is so great a good that it outweighs all the
bad things that humans have used their free will to do. We find this
dubious on both metaphysical and ethical grounds. Metaphysically,
this idea will not work unless free will is understood as agents mak-
ing uncaused choices, for if our choices can have causes and still be
free, God could have arranged the causes so that we freely choose
to do only what he wants us to do. But we find the idea of uncaused
choices mysterious, and even if we could understand it, we cannot
see how we could be responsible for choices that are not caused
by anything at all. Ethically this argument is dubious because it
implies that the value of free will is so great that it outweighs all the
atrocities that humans have committed, including the slaughters
of all the wars that have ever occurred, plus the Nazi holocaust,
Stalin’s crimes, the killing fields of Cambodia, and so on and on,
for tens of thousands of years. And then to that we must add up all
the individual acts of cruelty committed on a daily basis, and we
should not forget the vast amount of suffering that humans inflict
on untold billions of animals. We find it hard to accept that having
free will is so good that it can outweigh all that.

If, however, this difficulty can be overcome, the view that our
knowledge of God’s will gives us a rational procedure for finding
out what we ought to do must still face a dilemma.

How do we know what God’s will is? Has God revealed his will
to us in a sacred text, or do we have to use our reason to discover
what he wants us to do? If God has revealed his will to us, then
discovering what we ought to do involves interpreting the sacred
text, or perhaps judging between different claimants to be the one
to whom God revealed his will. Either way, as Sidgwick points out,
it becomes a religious activity, rather than a philosophical one, and
hence ‘beyond the range of our study’ This would imply that we
should abandon philosophical ethics, but Sidgwick seems not to
take this possibility very seriously, for he goes on to write another
430 pages of almost entirely secular ethics. This is consistent with
accepting the other horn of his dilemma for the theistic moral-
ist: that we have to use our reason to discover what God wills. On
that interpretation, of course, Sidgwick’s effort to discover what we
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have most reason to do could also be seen as an effort to discover
what God wills us to do. (Sidgwick could not accept the beliefs
of the Church of England, but the words he asked to have said at
his funeral service suggest that he was a theist of some sort.) God
makes a reappearance in the concluding chapter of The Methods of
Ethics, not as a source of knowledge of what we ought to do, but as
a possible source of a self-interested motivation for doing it, and
hence of harmonizing egoism and utilitarianism. We will say more
about this in Chapter 6.

Like the idea of doing what God wills, the idea of living accord-
ing to nature still has followers, both in the popular sense of, say,
objecting to same-sex marriage as ‘unnatural’ and in the more
philosophical sense of natural law theory. John Stuart Mill wrote
an essay opposing the appeal to nature in moral arguments, say-
ing that the many confusing associations of the word ‘nature’ make
it one of ‘the most copious sources of false taste, false philosophy, false
morality, and even bad law’" Mill pointed out that by ‘nature’ we may
mean everything that exists, or everything that exists apart from human
beings and untouched by human agency. In the former sense, eve-
rything we do is natural, including building freeways, curing disease,
making pink candy canes, and creating embryos in laboratories. In the
latter sense, a virgin forest may be natural, but it is not possible for us, as
human agents, to do what is natural.

Sidgwick’s objection is different. He clearly has natural law theory
in mind when he writes that those who use ‘natural’ in a way that has
some positive ethical overtones usually suppose that by observing
human nature we can discover how humans were designed to live. If
nature is aimless, however, we have no reason to derive ‘what ought
to be’ from ‘what is’ Despite renewed attempts to defend natural law
since Sidgwick wrote these words, we have seen none that show how
it is possible to derive values from natural facts about the world. The
‘new natural law’ of theorists like Germain Grisez and John Finnis
avoids this objection only by assuming that our reason can show us
that there are some self-evident goods, such aslife, health, knowledge,

I Mill, On Nature, 7.
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friendship, and marriage. It thus becomes a form of intuitionism,
rather than a distinct method of ethics."

The third of the possible methods that Sidgwick rejects is
self-realization, which today is more likely to be explored in self-help
books and other works of popular psychology than in the writings of
moral philosophers. The idea that we should pursue self-realization
because it will make us happier is, as Sidgwick points out, a factual
claim that, if true, makes the pursuit of self-realization part of the
method of egoism. If, on the other hand, the idea is that we ought to
realize ourselves because it is in our nature to do so, we are back to
deducing values from facts about nature.

Sidgwick was right, then, to reject the three possible methods of
ethics that he considers but does not accept. Perhaps, though, there
are others with stronger claims that he does not even discuss? Let’s
take, for example, the normative views that Derek Parfit discusses in
On What Matters, a book that in some ways can be seen as a con-
temporary equivalent of The Methods of Ethics. Like Sidgwick, Parfit
focuses on three broad normative theories: Kantianism, consequen-
tialism, and contractualism. Of these three, consequentialism is
SidgwicK’s utilitarianism, though in a form that leaves it open what
the ultimate good is. What about Kantianism and contractualism?
Sidgwick was familiar with them. Why did he not consider either of
them to be a method of ethics?

Sidgwick does not include contractualism as a method of ethics
because, as he tells us in the opening sentence of The Methods of Ethics,
by a method of ethics he means any rational procedure that enables us
to say what ‘individual human beings’ ought to do, and he then adds
that he uses the word ‘individual’ to distinguish the study of ethics
from that of politics, ‘which seeks to determine the proper constitution
and the right public conduct of governed societies. It seems likely,
therefore, that Sidgwick regarded contractualism as belonging to poli-
tics rather than ethics, since the leading social contract theorists, like
Hobbes and Locke, were concerned, first and foremost, to set out the
grounds of the obligation of the governed to obey the government.

12 See Finnis, Natural Law and Natural Rights, and Germain Grisez, The Way of the Lord Jesus.
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Contractualism today is more readily seen as an ethical theory, rather
than a political one, but it still seeks to determine the right public stand-
ard for conduct and an answer to questions like ‘In living together,
what standards of right and wrong should we all accept?’ or in Thomas
Scanlon’s version ‘What standards cannot be reasonably rejected by
anyone?’ These are important and interesting questions, but they are
not Sidgwick’s ‘What ought I to do?’ Sidgwick of course had no way
of considering the versions of contractualism later put forward by
Rawls and Scanlon, but we doubt that they would have persuaded
him to regard contractualism as an independent method of ethics.
For one thing, Sidgwick was interested in the whole of ethics, and not
only, as Rawls was, those parts of it concerned with just institutions,
or as Scanlon is, with what we owe to each other. Moreover, as we
shall explain more fully in Chapter 10, he would have denied that the
answer to ‘What ought I to do?” has to refer to a public standard, or has
to be justifiable to others in a way that goes beyond them being simply
justifiable.

As far as Kantianism goes, Sidgwick includes Kant among ‘intuitional
moralists’ (ME 366), although without explaining in what respect he is
an intuitionist. Sidgwick discusses Kant’s ethics more fully in his Outlines
of the History of Ethics, saying there that the English moral philosopher
whom he most closely resembles is Richard Price, a contemporary of
Kant, who certainly was an intuitionist. The points on which Sidgwick
sees Kant and Price as in agreement include the idea that we ought to do
what is right for its own sake, not for the consequences we thereby bring
about; thatan action is not good unless done from a good motive; that no
natural inclination can provide a good motive, but rather that we should
act because we see that doing so is our duty; and that this ‘seeing’ some-
thing as our duty comes from our reason. Sidgwick also notes, however,
that Kant is more philosophically consistent than Price in recognizing
that the criterion of rightness must, on such a view, depend on some
formal properties of the action, rather than on the material facts, which
would inevitably be related to the motive or consequences of the action.”

B Sidgwick, Outlines of the History of Ethics, 271-2.
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In his posthumously published autobiographical note Sidgwick
writes that, after initially agreeing with Mill that Kant’s ethics is a ‘gro-
tesque failure) he later reread Kant and ‘was impressed with the truth
and importance of its fundamental principle—Act from a principle or
maxim that you can will to be a universal law’, which he says put the
‘golden rule’ of the gospel ‘into a form that commended itself to my
reason’ (ME p. xvii). This recognition was apparently not sufficient,
however, for Sidgwick to consider that Kant had a unique method
of ethics distinct from the method of intuitionism because Sidgwick
could not accept its metaphysical basis; that is, Kant’s attempt to base
morality on freedom. Sidgwick thought that this attempt relied on a
‘fundamental confusion’ between the kind of freedom that involves
our reason triumphing over our inclination, and thus is achieved
only when we do what is right, and the more common sense of free-
dom, in which we can also choose to do wrong, and which is implied
by the idea that if we do choose what is wrong, we deserve blame or
punishment (ME p. xvii). If Kant’s famous principle of universal law
cannot depend on material facts, however, nor on the concept of free-
dom, what can it be based on? Only, Sidgwick believed, on something
that we grasp intuitively, and so Kant must be an intuitionist.

Sidgwick considers Kants principle to be important, in that
he thinks that no action based on a maxim that one cannot will to
be a universal law could be ethical; but he does not think that the
reverse holds. He argues that people who act conscientiously may
hold opposing views, and each of them may be able to will that the
maxim of their action should be a universal law. But since they dis-
agree, they cannot both be right. Hence the categorical imperative
cannot be the sole criterion of moral rightness, as Kant thought it
was. That, Sidgwick thinks, is ‘an error analogous to that of supposing
that Formal Logic supplies a complete criterion of truth’ (ME 209-
10). Kantians will no doubt claim that Sidgwick has failed to under-
stand Kant correctly, but exactly what the correct interpretation of
Kant’s categorical imperative is remains controversial. Since we have
no desire to venture into the thickets of Kant interpretation, we will
not offer an opinion on whether Kant’s ethics offers a distinct and
defensible method of ethics. Parfit argues that it is only defensible in
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a form that converges with both rule consequentialism and Scanlon’s
form of contractualism. If we accept this argument, the question is
not whether Kant’s theory can be interpreted or modified in a man-
ner that makes it more defensible than Sidgwick believes it to be, but
whether such an interpretation leaves it sufficiently distinct from
other methods of ethics, including those that Sidgwick discusses.™

Sidgwick would no doubt classify most other plausible candidates
for methods of ethics as variants of the method of intuitionism.
So, for example, in considering whether ‘living in accordance with
nature’ provides a basis for a method of ethics, Sidgwick mentions the
idea of natural rights, and says that this conception faces the prob-
lem of establishing some reason, beyond mere custom, that is a plau-
sible moral principle. This problem can only be solved, he says, by
appealing to some ultimate good, such as happiness or perfection, or
by appealing to some other principle, which will be known by intui-
tion. In either case, natural rights will become an element in a differ-
ent method, not a distinct method of its own (ME 82-3). We agree
that derivations of rights tend to be based either on some form of
rule consequentialism, or on intuition. How else can we decide what
rights people have, and when, if ever, they may be overridden? As
R. M. Hare put, ‘rights are the stamping ground of intuitionists.” The
same could be true of virtue ethics, since virtues figure prominently
in Sidgwick’s discussion of intuitionism, but Sidgwick has another
objection to virtue ethics, which we will consider in Chapter 8, when
we discuss his view on ultimate value.

We conclude that Sidgwick does not reject plausible ‘methods of
ethics’ in order to make it easier for him to reach his desired conclu-
sion. Yes, he could have classified perfectionism differently, and then
had four methods rather than three, and perhaps if he were writing
today he could include forms of Kantianism or contractualism as dis-
tinct methods. But methods are not the same as ethical theories, and
so we should not expect Sidgwick to discuss all the well-known phil-
osophical traditions. Sidgwick tells us in the first paragraph of the

4 Parfit, On What Matters, Volume One, chs. 8-10.
5 Hare, Abortion and the Golden Rul¢, 203.
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preface to the first edition of The Methods that ‘it does not deal, except
by way of illustration, with the history of ethical thought’ (ME p. vii).
More importantly, the fact that he does not regard every distinctive
ethical theory as a method of ethics does not mean that these theories
do not get considered. As we will see in the following chapters, all
of the major metaethical and normative ethical theories do get dis-
cussed at some point in The Methods.



2

Reason and Action

1. Sidgwick on Practical Reason and the Nature of
Ethical Judgments

When Sidgwick explains what a method of ethics is, he speaks of it
as a ‘rational procedure’. Can ethics really be based on reason? In this
chapter we discuss the nature of practical reason and what we have
reasons for doing. We begin, as usual, by setting out Sidgwick’s posi-
tion. This will lead to some of the central philosophical questions
about ethics. Are moral judgments objective or subjective? What role
can reason play in our decisions about what we ought to do?

Chapter 3 of book I of The Methods of Ethics is headed ‘Ethical
Judgments’ Sidgwick begins by noting that we commonly believe
that ‘wrong conduct is essentially irrational and can be shown to
be so by argument’. We know, he acknowledges, that it is not reason
alone that influences people to act ethically, but appeals to reason
are nevertheless, he claims, ‘an essential part of all moral persua-
sion’ (ME 23). On the other hand, he continues, many people agree
with Hume’s view that ‘Reason is, and ought only to be the slave
of the passions, and can never pretend to any other office than to
serve and obey them. On Hume’s view, the underlying motive for
every action must always be some non-rational ‘passion’ or as we
would now call it, desire. Reason is subordinate to desire, and it is
a mistake to think that there can ever be any conflict between the
two of them.

Sidgwick therefore sets out the issue between his own position and
Hume’s. He begins by pointing out that we have all had the experience
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of a conflict between our non-rational or irrational desires and our
reason. We may have an appetite for some indulgence that we know
to be imprudent (perhaps Sidgwick is here thinking of eating more
than is good for us) or we may be angry and therefore desire to do
something that we know to be unjust or unkind (here Sidgwick may
have in mind a desire to strike out in some way at a person with whom
we are angry, although we know it would be wrong to do so).! When
these things happen, Hume would agree that our reason plays some
role: we use it to work out the means to our ends (“Where can I get
more of that delicious cake?” ‘How can I get revenge on that brute?’)
and also to work out what will happen if we do the action we are con-
templating (‘It will be bad for my health to be so overweight’ or ‘My
friends will shun me if they discover I am so vengeful’). The question
is whether this is all that our reason can do in such situations. Is the
situation, in fact, not so much a conflict between desire and reason,
but a conflict among desires, with reason limited to the role of bring-
ing to our mind facts relevant to our various desires (ME 23-5)?
Sidgwick argues that reason plays more than this limited role. He
begins his argument indirectly, by considering what account of moral
judgments can be given by those who think that deciding what we
ought to do is, at bottom, a matter of choosing one set of non-rational
desires over a different set of non-rational desires. The first possibility
he considers is that the term ‘right’ applies only to means, and not to
ends. This would be consistent with retaining a link between ‘right’
and ‘in accordance with reason’ for, on the view we are considering,
reason can be used to judge whether a means is suitable for achieving
a given end, but it cannot judge the end itself. Sidgwick no doubt has
in mind Hume’s instrumentalist view of reason, which is still com-
monly taken for granted in contemporary economics. Against this
view, Sidgwick points out that we regard some actions, for example
those we call just, as ‘right’ irrespective of the ends that they bring
about, and we also regard the choice of some ends—such as the com-
mon good of society, or general happiness—as ‘right’ So the proposal

! The examples are ours rather than Sidgwick’s.
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that ‘right’ applies only to the means to an end does not account for
the moral judgments we make (ME 26).

Next Sidgwick examines the possibility that the term ‘right’ does
not refer to any kind of judgment of reason, but instead is a descrip-
tion or expression of present or future feelings. As Sidgwick puts it, on
this view the sentence ‘Truthspeaking is right’ means no more than
‘the idea of truthspeaking excites in my mind a feeling of approbation
or satisfaction’ What Sidgwick has to say about this view is applicable,
not only to Hume and his followers, but to all those who defend some
form of ethical subjectivism, including views that were fully devel-
oped only after SidgwicK’s time, such as emotivism and expressivism.
Sidgwick accepts that the feeling of approbation which we may call
‘moral sentiment’ may accompany moral judgments, but considers it
absurd to maintain that a statement about the existence of this feeling
is all we are saying when we say ‘Truth ought to be spoken’ After all,
if one person says “Truth ought to be spoken’ and another says “Truth
ought not to be spoken’ these propositions contradict each other; but
itis perfectly possible that the two people who utter those two differ-
ent sentences have different feelings of approbation. So true coexist-
ing facts—the facts about what these two people approve—result in
two contradictory propositions, and that is impossible (ME 26-7).

To this argument against subjectivist theories of ethics, Sidgwick
anticipates the objection that even if, when we make moral judg-
ments, we think we are stating propositions that can be true or false,
and can contradict each other, all that we have any ground for saying,
or all that the reasonable person can, on reflection, affirm, is the sub-
jective fact of the feeling of approval or disapproval.? Sidgwick agrees
that we utter many statements that because of a certain form seem to
be about something objective but really express only our subjective
feelings—his examples are statements like “The air is sweet’ or “The
food is disagreeable’. If such statements are challenged we will prob-
ably be content to fall back on affirming that we feel these things to be
so. But this is not the case with moral approbation, Sidgwick argues,

2 Sidgwick here anticipates the sceptical view that John Mackie was later to put forward,
generally known as the ‘error theory’. See Mackie, Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong.
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because then we have the conviction ‘that the conduct approved is
“really” right—i.e. that it cannot, without error, be disapproved by
any other mind” (ME 27).

This point shows only that we do not think of our moral judg-
ments as simply expressing our feelings; but we still do not know
that this conviction is well founded. Sidgwick points out that when
we change our minds about things on which we have well-formed
moral habits, our previous feelings may persist despite the change
in our judgment. If, for instance, we are in the habit of telling the
truth, but then come to believe that in some peculiar circumstances
we ought not to tell the truth, we may still feel repugnance when
we do not tell the truth; but this feeling of repugnance is compat-
ible with, and quite different from, our judgment that we are doing
what is right. To what, then, does that judgment refer? Some of the
moral philosophers who regard ethical judgments as based on feel-
ings hold that these judgments do not refer to our own individual
feelings, but to the feelings of others in our society, or perhaps of all
humanity.* But if we come to a new moral conviction that differs not
only from our own previous conviction, but from the convictions
of everyone else in our society, or even in the entire world, the fact
of this difference will not necessarily prevent us continuing to hold
firm to the new conviction.

Up to this point Sidgwick has tried to prove that our moral judg-
ments are not statements about feelings of approbation or aversion.
Next he dismisses the view that the meaning of a moral judgment is
bound up with the existence of sanctions that may punish or reward
people in accordance with whether they do what is right. Sidgwick
considers this mistaken because when we say that a man is morally
bound to do something, we do not mean merely that he will be sub-
ject to sanctions—whether legal or social—if he does not do it (ME

* Like most philosophers until very recently, Sidgwick was here relying on his own
observations. There is now some research that seeks to discover whether ordinary people
do in fact have the conviction that, if two people reach conflicting moral judgments, one of
them must be in error. See e.g. Sarkissian et al., ‘Folk Moral Relativism), 482-505.

4 Sidgwick may have had Adam Smith in mind, for Smith defends such a view in his
Theory of the Moral Sentiments, part I11, ch. 1.
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29). There are many things that we think people ought to do, although
we know that if they do not do it, they will not face any serious penal-
ties; and sometimes, when we think that the conventionally accepted
morality of our society is wrong, we may strongly believe that some-
thing is the right thing to do, even though we know that we will suffer
social sanctions for doing it.

After this Sidgwick considers the possibility that the meaning of
‘T ought to do this’ does require that there will be a penalty if I do
not do it, but the penalty is divinely, rather than socially, ordained, so
that the statement means ‘God will punish me if I do not’ Sidgwick
rejects this, first because some people do not believe in the existence
of divine punishment and yet still have moral convictions, and sec-
ondly because if we accept this understanding of the moral terms,
then we can hardly say that it is right or just for God to punish sinners
and reward the righteous, because this would be saying nothing more
than that God will punish and reward these people (ME 31).

What, then, does Sidgwick think the moral terms do mean?
Sidgwick’s answer is that ‘the notion which these terms have in com-
mon is too elementary to admit of any formal definition’ It cannot be
resolved into any simpler constituent parts. All we can do, he thinks,
is try to make it clearer by saying how it relates to other notions in
our moral thought, and distinguishing it from different notions with
which it is liable to be confused (ME 32).

The judgment that X ought to be done’, when taken in ‘the stricter
ethical sense€’ is for Sidgwick a dictate’ or ‘precept’ of reason. By that
he means, first, that a moral judgment is ‘a possible object of knowl-
edge’ and this means that all rational beings would come to the same
view, if they judge truly (ME 33). Secondly, knowing the truth of a
moral judgment provides an impulse or motive to action in ‘rational
beings as such’ Sidgwick does not offer an explicit account of what a
‘rational being as such’ would be like, but we do get clues to what he
has in mind when he goes on to contrast such beings with human
beings, in whom he says that knowledge of the truth of a moral judg-
ment is only one motive among others, and not always, and perhaps
not usually, a predominant one. He then adds that the very idea that
a moral judgment is an ‘imperative’ suggests some kind of conflict
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between reason and non-rational impulses, and the same is true of
terms like ‘ought, ‘duty’, and ‘moral obligation, which therefore ‘can-
not be applied to the actions of rational beings to whom we cannot
attribute impulses conflicting with reason, although we can say that
what such beings do is right (ME 34-5). From this we can conclude
that when Sidgwick refers to ‘rational beings as such’ he has in mind
beings lacking any impulses conflicting with reason. This is consist-
ent with the fact that the only other passages in The Methods in which
he uses this phrase are in book III, in a special note on the argument
by which Kant seeks to establish the duty of promoting the happiness
of others. Sidgwick scrutinizes Kant’s claim that ‘all rational beings
as such are ends to each’ and therefore humanity exists as an end in
itself” (ME 390).° Sidgwick does not consider Kant’s argument cogent,
but he does appear to accept as conceivable Kant’s idea of rational
beings as such, and Kant’s assumption that such beings would differ
from human beings in not being subject to non-rational impulses,
which includes ‘empirical desires and aversions. Thus rational beings
as such would only have desires and impulses that were given to them
by reason. Presumably they would lack the desires and aversions
that human beings, with a non-rational side to their nature, happen
to have, but which other rational beings, with a different empirical
nature, might not have.

For now, however, let us return to human beings, for whom moral
judgments are a kind of ‘unconditional or categorical imperative’
Sidgwick observes that some people may simply deny that they can
find in their consciousness any such imperative. If they lack com-
pletely any notion of moral obligation, Sidgwick says that he doesn’t
know how to impart it to them (ME 35). But he thinks that many of
those who say that they lack this notion may really mean only that
they lack the notion of an obligation that should be fulfilled for its
own sake, rather than because of its consequences. These people
would not reject the idea that there are some universal ends (like gen-
eral happiness) at which it is ultimately reasonable to aim, and if they

5 Sidgwick is here quoting, in his own translation, from Kants Groundwork of the
Metaphysic of Morals.
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would accept this idea, then Sidgwick would say to them that to rec-
ognize an end as ultimately reasonable already involves recognizing
that there is an obligation to do what will bring about that end.

Moreover, even egoists who do not recognize universal ends, but
do recognize their own interest as something at which it is ultimately
reasonable to aim, still accept that there is a ‘dictate of reason’ For on
this view, when the end of pursuing one’s own interest conflicts with
one’s irrational desires, reason directs that we pursue our interests.
Hence the idea of what we ‘ought’ to do has a place in an egoistic view
as much as in any ordinary moral system (ME 35-6).

What, though, if the sceptic about practical reason goes further
still, and denies that reason prescribes any end at all? The sceptic
might, for example, take the view that the agent’s own greatest good
is not something that he ‘ought to’ do, or has any kind of obligation
to aim at, but rather is merely the ultimate end he most desires (ME
36). Sidgwick argues that, even on that view, the notion of ‘ought’
remains. There will still be hypothetical imperatives that prescribe
the fittest means to any end at which we are aiming. Imagine that a
doctor tells you that if you wish to be healthy, you ought to rise early.
This is not the same as saying that early rising is an indispensable con-
dition of being healthy. The word ‘ought’ says something more than
a description of the physiological facts. It implies that, if you were to
adopt the end of preserving your health, and refuse to take the means
that are necessary to achieving this end, even when you can do so
at no cost to anyone, including yourself, you would be unreasonable
(ME 37). This is what the doctor’s suggestion that, if health is your
end, you ought to rise early, adds to the mere factual statement that if
you do not rise early you will not be healthy. To do without the basic
notion that something ought to be done is much more difficult than
we might at first imagine. Hence sweeping scepticism about the use
of the moral ‘ought’ is not an easy way of resisting Sidgwick’s idea that
ethical judgments present themselves to us as dictates of reason.

Aswehavejustseen, in the chapter on ‘Ethical Judgments’ Sidgwick
argued that our knowledge of the truth of a moral judgment can pro-
vide amotive for action in human beings, although it may be only one
motive among others. This view seems directly contrary to Hume’s



40 REASON AND ACTION

view that only desires can move us to action, and so requires further
explanation and defence. In the following chapter, on ‘Pleasure and
Desire, Sidgwick returns to the topic of reason as a motivating force,
this time discussing what he calls ‘the emotional characteristics of
the impulse that prompts us to obey the dictates of Reason’ (ME 39).
The reference to an impulse with some emotional aspects now looks
closer to Hume’s view, especially given that Sidgwick tells us that in
The Methods “Desire” is primarily regarded as a felt impulse or stim-
ulus to actions tending to the realisation of what is desired’s (ME 43
n. 8). Does this mean that Sidgwick thinks there is some emotionally
laden impulse that everyone experiences when they grasp the truth
of a moral judgment? He acknowledges that these ‘emotional char-
acteristics’ can be different in different people and even for the same
person they can vary at different times, and he gives some exam-
ples: for someone who supports rational egoism ‘the ruling impulse’
can be “calm” or “cool” self-love’ For a utilitarian it can be ‘to do
what is judged to be reasonable as such’ which is commonly blended
with ‘sympathy and philanthropic enthusiasm’ Some take reason
to be a source of truth external to themselves, and for them there
may be a ‘sentiment of Reverence for Authority’ which could be seen
impersonally, or as reverence for a supreme being. This conception
of reason as an external authority can be seen as something that is
‘irresistibly forced on the reflective mind’ and thus as opposed to our
own will; alternatively, however, we can identify our self with reason,
in which case accepting the authority of reason becomes a form of
self-respect, and we can even be moved by the impulse of freedom,
if we see our sensual impulses as liable to enslave our rational self.
A different kind of impulse towards doing what is right is aspiration
or admiration of the moral beauty of virtue, and there are other pos-
sible ‘phases of emotion’ too. What all these impulses have in com-
mon with each other is the characteristic of being ‘inseparable from
an apparent cognition—implicit or explicit, direct or indirect—
of rightness in the conduct to which they prompt’. There will be

¢ For further discussion see Shaver, ‘Sidgwick on Moral Motivation. We owe several of
the quotes in this chapter to Shaver’s fine scholarly essay.
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differences in ‘the efficacy of these different emotions’ but their ‘pri-
mary practical effect does not appear to vary so long as the cognition
of rightness remains unchanged’ (ME 40).

Sidgwick returns to this idea in the final chapter of The Methods
when he is discussing the extent to which feelings of sympathy can
motivate us to act in accordance with utilitarianism. In the course of
this discussion he distinguishes sympathy from what he calls ‘strictly
moral feelings. As an example of a strictly moral feeling, he gives the
‘sense of the ignobility of Egoism’ which he views as ‘the normal emo-
tional concomitant or expression of the moral intuition that the Good
of the whole is reasonably to be preferred to the Good of a part’ (ME
500). As we shall see in Chapter s, this intuition is one he takes to be
self-evident, and therefore a ‘dictate of reason’ So Sidgwick is saying
that there are some feelings that are the ‘normal emotional concomi-
tant or expression’ of a self-evident moral truth that we grasp by our
reason. At the same time, he acknowledges that the exact proportions
of these strictly moral feelings, and of other feelings such as sympa-
thy, will vary between individuals and at different times in the life
of a single individual. The contrast with Hume has now reappeared,
for it seems that, according to Sidgwick, our belief that something
is right can lead us to act. Granted, it leads us to act by giving rise
to an impulse or feeling, but nevertheless for Sidgwick motivation
can start with a cognition—that is, with grasping the truth of a moral
judgment. Ethics, Sidgwick tells us, is primarily concerned with these
cognitions and its object is to try to systematize them and free them
from error.

2. The Debate over Objectivity in Ethics

The twentieth century saw a surge of interest in meta-ethics, or more
specifically, in questions about what it is to make a moral judgment
and whether moral judgments can be true or false. Much of the work
done in ethics during the first half of the century was a response to the
argument against the ‘naturalistic fallacy’ presented by G. E. Moore
in Principia Ethica. Moore, a student of SidgwicK’s, argued that many
philosophers before him, including John Stuart Mill, had committed
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the fallacy by attempting to define words such as ‘good’ in terms of
natural qualities like ‘pleasant’ or ‘desired’ This was not a new point—
Sidgwick had already insisted that moral notions are of a different
character from notions describing empirical qualities like ‘pleas-
ant’ or ‘desired’ Sidgwick, unlike Moore, did not claim any novelty
for this insight, which goes back to earlier English philosophers like
Ralph Cudworth, Samuel Clarke, Richard Price, and Thomas Reid.’

Moore held that the way to avoid the naturalistic fallacy is to accept
that the term ‘good’ is like ‘yellow’ in referring to a simple, indefin-
able quality. W. D. Ross, the leading British moral philosopher of
the 1920s and 1930s, agreed with Sidgwick and Moore that the basic
moral concepts are indefinable, although as we shall see in the next
chapter, he disagreed sharply with Sidgwick and Moore on norma-
tive questions. In 1936 Alfred Ayer, then only 26, published Language,
Truth and Logic, a manifesto for logical positivism, in which he
agreed with Sidgwick and Moore that the basic moral notions are
‘unanalyzable, but for completely different reasons. Ayer claimed
that the reason why ethical notions are unanalyzable is that they are
‘pseudo-concepts. Moral judgments that use those concepts cannot
be true or false. Instead they are used to express our positive or nega-
tive attitudes or emotions towards the subject of the judgment. This
approach, which became known as ‘emotivism;, gave rise to a whole
new theory, or family of theories, about the meaning of ethical terms.
Because emotivists held that moral judgments do not state anything
that can be known, emotivism is one of a family of theories known as
‘noncognitivism’

Many philosophers thought that emotivism was unsatisfactory
because it fails to explain the role that reason plays in discussion
about moral issues. R. M. Hare attempted to overcome this weakness
by developing a different noncognitivist view, according to which
moral judgments are prescriptions. On this view, moral judgments
do not state facts. They belong to the same general type of sentence
as imperatives, but differ from ordinary imperatives because to make

7 For the history of the precursors to Moore’s naturalistic fallacy argument, see Prior,
Logic and the Basis of Ethics.
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a judgment that one ‘ought’ to do something is to prescribe that it be
done universally. To reach the conclusion that we can prescribe an
action universally, we need to use our reason to ascertain whether
we are able to accept that prescription in all situations, real or hypo-
thetical, that are similar in their universal features to the situation in
which I find myself. Hence reason enters into the discussion, at least
to this extent. More recently, Allan Gibbard and Simon Blackburn
have developed another form of noncognitivism known as expres-
sivism. All these noncognitivist theories deny that ethical judgments
state any kind of belief, or assert anything that can properly be judged
to be true or false, at least in a strong sense of true and false. Gibbard
and Blackburn think that there is a ‘minimalist’ sense of truth in
which moral judgments can be true or false; this is not, however, the
sense of ‘true’ that most people have in mind when they say that it is
true that more people live in China than in the United States. In gen-
eral, noncognitivists hold that we make moral judgments in order to
express our feelings or attitudes, or to prescribe certain actions, and
to encourage others to take the same attitude or do those actions.

Sidgwick is strongly opposed to this whole approach. Moral utter-
ances state beliefs, he holds, and are uttered to present the truth about
our obligations and our reasons for actions. Sidgwick is therefore a
cognitivist and an objectivist. The latter term is more specific because
it is possible to be a cognitivist and a subjectivist, holding that moral
judgments state beliefs about something that can be true or false,
but denying that moral judgments present some truth that holds for
everyone, independently of their attitudes or those of their culture
or community. For a cognitivist subjectivist, whether the judgment
‘helping the poor is good’ is true or false depends on the attitude of
the person making the judgment. Cultural relativists are also cogni-
tivists, for they hold that the truth conveyed by ‘stealing is bad’ is that
the society or culture to which the speaker belongs disapproves of
stealing. Therefore for the following discussion we will focus on the
more significant distinction between subjectivists and objectivists,
rather than on that between cognitivists and noncognitivists. We will
argue, along Sidgwickian lines, that subjectivism has such implausi-
ble implications that we should reject it in favour of objectivism.
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In the following section, we focus on what we see as the core of the
dispute between subjectivism and objectivism: whether there can be
objective reasons for action. We see this as more fundamental than
disputes about whether some form of noncognitivism gives a better
account of the meaning of the moral terms than cognitivism. If we
answer this latter question negatively, rejecting noncognitivism, we
would still need to ask whether any naturalistic cognitivist account
of the meaning of the moral terms can overcome the familiar objec-
tions to naturalism. If they cannot, then Sidgwick’s non-naturalist
cognitivism is vindicated. This would, however, be a lengthy discus-
sion that would take us far from Sidgwick’s understanding of ethics
as concerned with reasoning about what we ought to do. Although
Sidgwick does, as we have seen, pay some attention to the accounts
that were put forward by philosophers before him of the meanings
of statements like ‘T ought to do this} he was always much more con-
cerned with how we can reason about what we ought to do.?

3. Why Subjectivism is Implausible

An objectivist believes that we should base our judgments about
what we ought to do on normative reasons for action rather than
on the desires we have when we decide what to do. In a given situ-
ation we may have several conflicting reasons, each of which would
give us sufficient grounds to act in a certain way. Sometimes one of
these reasons will be of greater importance and will outweigh all the
others; it will then be a decisive reason, one that leaves us with only
one rational action. We can have reasons to act that we do not know
about: I may have a reason not to sail my yacht out into the ocean, as
there is a storm coming, but I do not know this fact about the weather.
An objectivist also believes that we can have reasons to act even if
our inclinations are, on balance, strongly opposed to acting on that
reason. We may say that we have a reason to help a drunken man find
shelter on a winter night so cold that without shelter he would die,

8 For a forceful defence of non-naturalist cognitivism, see Parfit, On What Matters,
Volume Two, Part Six.
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even if the revulsion we feel at the idea of approaching him overpow-
ers any desire we have to save his life.

Subjectivists deny that reasons can be objective. When they talk
about our reasons for action, they mean only reasons that are condi-
tional on us having certain desires and wants. Reason might then tell
us how best to satisfy those desires. Sidgwick rejects this view, using as
his example ‘a man who declines to take the right means to attain his
own happiness, on no other ground than that he does not care about
happiness. Sidgwick comments that most of us would regard this as
irrational (ME 7). Subjectivists would, presumably, deny that this
is irrational. Derek Parfit offers a more specific example of the kind
of thing that Sidgwick describes: the case of a person with ‘Future
Tuesday Indifference’® This person cares about his pleasures and
pains in just the same way as we do, with one important exception—
he doesn’t care about them if they happen on any future Tuesday. If
given a choice between slight pain or agony, he always prefers the
slight pain, unless the agony will occur on a future Tuesday. So, he
will choose slight pain on Sunday rather than agony on Monday, but
since he is indifferent to what happens to him on future Tuesdays, he
will choose agony on Tuesday rather than slight pain on Monday. His
strange thinking is not based on any false beliefs. He knows that the
pain he will experience will be his, and he understands very well the
difference between slight pain and agony. He thinks:

I know that some future event would cause me to have some period of agony. Even
after ideal deliberation, I have no desire to avoid this agony. Nor do I have any

other desire or aim whose fulfillment would be prevented either by this agony, or
by my having no desire to avoid this agony."

A subjectivist would have to admit that there is nothing irrational
about the person with Future Tuesday Indifference. He simply differs
from us in what he desires. But that seems implausible. As Parfit puts
it: “That some ordeal would be much more painful is a strong reason

° Parfit, Reasons and Persons, 124, and On What Matters, Volume One, 56.

1 Parfit, On What Matters, Volume One, 74. Parfit builds upon an example and an argu-
ment given by Thomas Nagel. Nagel described a person who is going to travel to Rome
and realizes that in future he will regret that he doesn’t know any Italian, though he has no
desire to learn it now. See Nagel, The Possibility of Altruism, 58-9.
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not to prefer it. That this ordeal would be on a future Tuesday is no
reason to prefer it’

We agree that the person with Future Tuesday Indifference is
behaving irrationally. It is just crazy to be indifferent to agony when
it happens on a future Tuesday, while dreading it as much as we all
do on any other day. If today is Monday, and the person with Future
Tuesday Indifference has, in order to avoid the momentary pain of a
straightforward injection in his arm, just chosen to suffer eight hours
of agony tomorrow, then tomorrow—a present Tuesday, not a future
Tuesday—he will not be indifferent to the agony he is feeling, and
he will bitterly regret the decision he made today. Moreover he will
know that it was his choice that led to his present agony. Granted,
we all make mistakes, but most of us learn from them. The man with
Future Tuesday Indifference never does. If next Monday he is faced
with the same choice, he will make the same decision, and will again
bitterly regret it the next day.

People with Future Tuesday Indifference may not exist, but we
all sometimes behave a little like the person with Future Tuesday
Indifference. We may postpone going to the dentist, for instance,
even though we are well aware that the postponement will mean
more pain in future, overall, than we would experience if we go to the
dentist now. Our acting in this way seems clearly irrational but, if it is
the best means to satisfying our present desires, a subjectivist cannot
say that it is irrational.

It is important to notice that we are talking here of future agony. If
I am now experiencing a sensation that I have no desire to stop, then
what I am feeling could not be agony. This is true by definition, for
agony is a severe form of pain and pain differs from other states of
mind at least partly in that it is a state of mind that, considered for its
own sake, gives rise to a desire that it should end. (We discuss how
best to understand pain and pleasure in Chapter 9.) But it is compat-
ible with this definition of agony that I have no present desire to avoid
a future experience of agony.

A subjectivist might try to argue that the fact that I can predict
that in future I will regret the choice that leads to my experiencing
agony (whereas I will not in future reject the choice that leads to my
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experiencing slight momentary pain) gives me now a desire-based
reason to choose differently. But for a subjectivist, my predictions
about my future feelings cannot give me a present reason unless I have
apresent desire to avoid that future regret. Future feelings and desires
do not exist now. Therefore unless I have some present desire about
them, subjectivists cannot claim that my future feelings can give me
areason to act in a certain way now. Subjectivists believe that desires
give me reasons. In the absence of a relevant present desire, how-
ever, the reason would have to precede, and give rise to, the desire.
To hold that my future desires give me present reasons would be to
import a concept of prudential rationality—indeed, as we shall see in
Chapter 5, a version of the axiom of prudence that Sidgwick believes
to be a self-evident objective principle of reason—into subjectivism.
That would be the kind of account of reasons for action that an objec-
tivist might give and a subjectivist cannot accept.

Finally, a subjectivist might attempt to argue that Future Tuesday
Indifference is irrational because the names of the days of the week
are arbitrary—we might have chosen a calendar based on a 10-day
week, as the French revolutionaries did—and even a subjectivist
can rule out desires that are based on purely arbitrary features."
This claim is dubious, because a subjectivist must accept desires as
they are, and people do have desires based on arbitrary features.
For example, a Polish nationalist might desire to defend the present
boundaries of Poland, even though this desire is to defend a ter-
ritory that was defined in arbitrary ways at the end of the Second
World War. But even if we allow the subjectivist to regard desires
as irrational when they are based on something as arbitrary as the
days of the week, we can restate Future Tuesday Indifference as,
say, Future Full Moon Indifference, and it is no less irrational to be
indifferent to agony that occurs around the time of some future full
moon than it is to be indifferent to agony that occurs on a future
Tuesday.”

I See Smith, ‘Desires, Values, Reasons, and the Dualism of Practical Reason’ 120.
12 'We owe this point to Richard Chappell, ‘Natural Arbitrariness.
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4. Why Morality is Not like Football

Many people believe that certain moral judgments are true inde-
pendently of anyone’s attitudes, including their own. We believe, for
example, thata child’s death is normally something bad. We think that
we have reasons to prevent a child’s death even if we have no desire to
save the child, and no other kind of favourable attitude towards sav-
ing the child, and do not particularly feel like preventing the child’s
death. As Parfit puts it: ‘Subjective theories imply that we have no
object-given reasons to want ourselves or others to live happy lives,
and no such reasons to have any other good aim.” Subjectivists would
accept this because on the view they hold there are no object-given
reasons for anything. But they would deny that it follows from this
that we have no reasons to do anything, or that, as Parfit puts it, ‘noth-
ing matters. Instead, they would argue, we can have reasons based
on our desires—both self-interested desires and altruistic or compas-
sionate ones—for wanting ourselves and others to live happy lives,
and for various other good aims. Parfit argues, however, that subjec-
tivists cannot sustain this line of argument, because for them to think
that we have such subjective reasons for wanting these things, they
would need to argue that our desires and attitudes give us reasons
for wanting them. But for subjectivists, either all our desires and atti-
tudes give us reasons for acting, or none of them do—they cannot set
criteria for deciding, independently of the desires themselves, which
desires give us reasons for acting. That would lead to some form of
objectivism. To hold that all my desires give me reasons for acting, we
would have to accept that my desire to cause myself to be in agony, for
its own sake, gives me a reason for action, as does my desire to count
the number of blades of grass in my lawn. Since people have no rea-
son to cause themselves agony for its own sake, nor to count blades
of grass in lawns, we should reject this view, and reject the idea that
desires, in themselves, give us reasons for action.™

B Parfit, On What Matters, Volume One, 106.
¥ Parfit, On What Matters, Volume One, 81-91, 101-7; the example of counting blades of
grass comes from Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 379.
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A subjectivist can claim that, although there is nothing that matters
impartially, or on its own, this doesn’t show that nothing matters to
me or to you. But a subjectivist’s statement that something matters
to someone can only describe the psychological fact that the person
does care about something. To this Parfit says: ‘We all know that peo-
ple care about certain things. We hoped that philosophers, or other
wise people, would tell us more than that.”

Simon Blackburn is an expressivist, and therefore a subjectivist, in
the sense in which we have been using the term, but he thinks that it
makes sense not only to make moral judgments like ‘kicking babies
for fun is wrong’ but also to say that this moral judgment is true, and
that anyone who thinks otherwise is mistaken.' To accept Blackburn’s
view, however, brings us close to some kind of mental schizophrenia.
If T utter the sentence ‘It is wrong that people are starving to death in
Somalia and we are doing nothing to help them’ and at the same time
think that in saying this I am just expressing my attitude, rather than
stating anything that is true, then there is no way in which my judg-
ment can express the idea that what I am saying is important inde-
pendently of my present attitude toward it. I can of course say that
the situation I have described is wrong, and would be wrong even
if I were to change my mind about it, but in doing so I am still only
expressing my present attitude. Someone who knows me well might
say to me:

You want people to help victims of famine and you want Brazil to win the next
World Cup. You seem to be just as passionate about football as you are about help

for the starving—maybe more so. But your present desires give me no reason to
support Brazil, and no reason to help the famine victims.

What can I say, on the subjectivist view, to persuade my friend that
there is a difference in my attitude to these two things? Most of us
would try to give reasons why it is wrong not to help to alleviate a
famine, and these reasons might refer to, for example, the prevent-
able suffering of the victims. On the other hand we would acknowl-
edge that one’s choice to support a football team may be arbitrary.

5 Parfit, On What Matters, Volume One, 107.
1 See e.g. Blackburn, Ruling Passions, 317-18, and more generally, 304-20.
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Perhaps we would explain it—by saying, for instance, that we had a
close friend from Brazil, with whom we used to watch the games. But
this is an explanation more than it is a reason, and it is certainly not a
reason for others to support Brazil. Since expressivists do not believe
that we can ground our moral judgments in reasons, they cannot rely
upon this difference to distinguish their attitudes to the great moral
issues of our day from their attitudes to football games. Nor is it easy
to see how else they can draw that distinction. Yet there is surely a
sense in which, although millions of people may care passionately
about who wins a football game, the outcomes of sporting contests do
not really matter. (We are here putting aside secondary consequences
of the outcomes of sporting contests, such as the happiness or mis-
ery of the supporters of the teams, which may really matter.) Hence
if expressivists cannot explain how our attitudes to moral issues are
significantly different from, and matter more than, our allegiances to
sporting teams, it seems that expressivists cannot defend the claim
that moral issues really matter.

5. Can Objective Moral Truths Motivate?

For Hume when I say that X ought to be done, my judgment results
from a particular kind of ‘passion’ or feeling about doing X. This feel-
ing is also the basis of my motivation to do X. It moves me, in the
appropriate circumstances, to do X. Sidgwick takes a different view.
He regards the judgment ‘X ought to be done’ as essentially a ‘dic-
tate’ or ‘precept’ of reason. The judgment, in other words, states that
there is a normative reason for doing X and Sidgwick thinks that it
can motivate us. Early in The Methods he writes that ‘we are moved to
action not by moral judgment alone, but also by desires and inclina-
tions that operate independently of moral judgment, which implies
that moral judgment alone can move us, to some extent, without
other desires and inclinations; and he repeats this idea when he says
that the judgment X ought to be done’ is ‘only one motive among oth-
ers which are liable to conflict with it, and it is not always—perhaps
not usually—a predominant motive’ (ME 5, 34). We are here talking
of ‘motivation to act’ in a sense that does not imply that we do act in
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accordance with the motivation. Rather, we mean that whatever is
motivating me to do X inclines me towards doing X, but whether it is
sufficient to lead me to do X will depend on the circumstances, and
especially on the strength of the conflicting motivations I have. The
normative motivation for doing X may also be supported by other
motives for doing what is right: ‘we do not conceive’, Sidgwick writes,
‘that it is by reason alone that men are influenced to act rightly’”
(ME 23).

If objective reasons can motivate us, can they do that directly,
without the intervention of a desire or feeling? Or is it, as at least
some of Sidgwick’s comments suggest, that objective reason can
only motivate us by producing in us an emotion or desire that is the
‘normal concomitant or expression’ of our appreciating the objective
reasons that we have to act in a particular way? Kant thought that
objective reason can act directly on our will. The categorical impera-
tive, he claimed, is rationally binding on all moral agents, irrespec-
tive of what desires or passions they may have.” Thomas Nagel, in
The Possibility of Altruism, also holds that objective reasons can
motivate us directly. He argues that the assumption that all motiva-
tion ‘has desire at its source’ is either obviously false or trivially true.
To make this point he distinguishes motivated and unmotivated
desires. If I am hungry, my desire to eat is unmotivated—I just have
it. On the other hand, if I notice that there is no food at home, and
so form the desire to find a grocery store, my desire is motivated by
my knowledge of the lack of food in my home. (Forming this desire
does not imply that I am now hungry.) The claim that all motiva-
tion is based on unmotivated desire is obviously false, as the example
shows. If motivated desires are included, however, then the ascrip-
tion of a desire to every intentional act adds nothing to the explana-
tion of the intentional act, and the claim that all motivation is based
on desire becomes one about the way we use the words ‘motivation’

7 For experimental confirmation of this commonplace observation, including labora-
tory manipulation of the degree to which altruistic motivation determines the action cho-
sen, see Fehr and Fischbacher, “The Nature of Human Altruism’, 785-91.

18 Kant argues for this claim in his Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals.
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and ‘desire’ and hence a tautology.” For instance, suppose I believe
that I ought to do what I can to reduce suffering, and so I give to a
charity that protects children from malaria. Clearly, I am motivated
to reduce suffering. Perhaps I have had a strong emotional response
to images of children suffering from malaria and this makes me give
to the charity. That would be an unmotivated desire, like hunger.
Perhaps, though, I have no such emotional response, and instead my
desire to give is wholly motivated by my belief that I ought to do what
I can to reduce suffering. Saying that I am giving because I desire to
reduce suffering does not enable us to distinguish between these two
very different possibilities. In fact it adds no further information to
the statement that I was motivated to give by my belief that I ought to
reduce suffering.

This argument shows that insisting that all motivation must be
based on desire does not get us very far. Nevertheless, the idea that
normative reasons, unaided by desires, can motivate us remains
somewhat mysterious. Those who defend this view of the motivat-
ing power of objective normative judgments need to explain how
people can accept a moral judgment as true, but not care at all about
that truth and not be motivated to refrain from acting contrary to
that judgment.”® In contrast, many philosophers regard it as a major
advantage of a noncognitivist theory of ethics that it provides a nec-
essary connection between making a moral judgment and being
motivated to act on it. If my moral judgment already expresses my
positive emotion or attitude towards doing X, there is no problem in
explaining why I am motivated to do X. If we think that moral moti-
vation is internal to a moral judgment—in other words, if we think
that the judgment ‘T ought to do X implies ‘T have some motivation
to do X’—then objectivists have a problem. They must explain how
the existence of an objective truth could give rise to motivation in
everyone who comes to believe it, even though the emotions and atti-
tudes that human beings have vary with their individual nature and

¥ Nagel, The Possibility of Altruism, 27-30.
2 Mackie makes this point in Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong, 38-42.
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circumstances. Objectivity in ethics seems to be at odds with the idea
that motivation is internal to morality.”

Sidgwick says two different things that we can draw upon in order
to solve this problem, and in the remainder of this chapter we will
develop his comments and assess his position. In order to understand
the significance of Sidgwick’s claims, however, we first need to draw a
distinction between normative reasons and motivating reasons.

Consider first a situation in which you have a reason to do some-
thing, but do not know this, because you lack the relevant informa-
tion. You want to visit your friend in the city, and you believe that the
train is the best way to get there, so you go to the station. But the train
drivers are on strike today. If you knew this, you would go to the bus
stop, for when the trains are not operating, the bus is the best way
to get to the city. An objectivist about reason might say that, in the
absence of a belief that the trains are on strike, the reason you have
to go to the bus stop does not motivate you but you have a reason to
go there all the same. Hume would have put this in a different way,
but his theory has no deep difficulty in explaining this sense of not
being motivated by a reason for action, because he accepts that rea-
son can show us which means are conducive to satisfying our desires.
So ifyou have the relevant information, reason can tell you that going
to the bus stop is the best way of satisfying your desire to visit your
friend. In that sense, Hume could say that, when you are ignorant
about the train strike, you have a reason to go to the bus stop, because
it would motivate you, if you were fully informed.

Now let us imagine a different case, in which you do not lack any
relevant information. Suppose that you feel a twinge in your tooth
and you know from previous experience that this is likely to develop
into an agonizing toothache. For some people this would become a
motivating reason, because they would now have a desire to avoid the
future toothache, but you don’t care about things that are more than a
day or two in the future. What you now desire is not to experience the
mild discomfort that, if you go to the dentist, you will experience this

2 This (together with Hume’s theory of motivation) makes up the moral problem dis-
cussed by Smith in The Moral Problem.
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afternoon. The fact that this is the only relevant desire you have now,
however, does not mean that you have no reason to go to the dentist.
On the contrary, you do have a reason for going to the dentist—if you
do not go to the dentist today you will experience much more pain in
future than you would experience if you go. To be more precise, you
have a normative reason for going to the dentist but given your pre-
sent set of desires, this is not for you a motivating reason to go.

What account would Hume give of this situation? He draws a dis-
tinction between calm and violent passions, and he can say that your
more violent passion to avoid going to the dentist this afternoon has
overridden your calmer passion to experience less pain overall. But
in the example we described, there was no calm passion to experience
less pain overall. And even if there were such a calm passion, Hume
cannot say of someone that it was irrational of her to allow the violent
passion to override the calm passion, for to do that he would need
to say that the weaker passion overrode the stronger, and he has no
way of reaching such a judgment of the relative strengths of the pas-
sions, at the time you made your choice, independently of the action
that resulted. Hume himself states that it is not contrary to reason
‘to prefer even my own acknowledgd lesser good to my greater, and
have a more ardent affection for the former than for the latter’?* The
problem is not how to give an account of such choices, by explaining
what desires moved the person to make the choice, but to find a basis
for critical assessment of the choice that was made. For the Humean,
it seems, there is none.

In the example we have just given, only your own interests are at
stake, but the same problem arises, perhaps even more acutely, when
other reasons are involved. Suppose that you can save the life of a
child, with no more than minor inconvenience to yourself. This gives
you a normative reason to save the life of the child. Perhaps you do
not know that it is so easy for you to save the life of the child, and if
you did know this, it would be in accordance with your desires to
do so. Then the follower of Hume will agree that there is a sense in
which you have a reason to save the life of the child, just as in our first

22 Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, 2.3.3.6.
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example, you had a reason to go to the bus stop. But perhaps you have
this information, and simply do not desire to save the life of the child.
Then the Humean cannot say that you have a reason to save the life of
the child. Sidgwick, on the other hand, can say that you have a nor-
mative reason to save the child. He must then face the further ques-
tion: how is this normative reason connected with your motivation to
save the child?

A normative reason could motivate directly, without giving rise to
any desire except in the trivial sense of a desire motivated by appre-
ciation of the normative reason; or it could motivate by giving rise to
adesire that is distinct from the normative reason itself. Sidgwick sug-
gests the first possibility when he says that amoral judgment is a ‘dictate
of reason’ that gives rise to an impulse or motive to action, for although
he first says that it does this in rational beings as such, he implies that it
isalso to some extent motivating in humans when he says thatin us it is
‘only one motive among others which are liable to conflict with it’ and
is not necessarily or perhaps not usually a predominant motive (ME
34). He suggests the second possibility when he describes emotions or
impulses that are inseparable from, or the normal concomitant of, or
an expression of, the judgment that an act is right.

Nagel'sargument, in The Possibility of Altruism, succeeds in showing
that direct normative motivation is possible. It cannot be rejected sim-
ply by repeating the dogma that all motivation is based on desire. On
the other hand, it seems impossible to prove that normative reasons
actually do motivate human beings directly. We can never exclude
the possibility that a person who appears to be directly motivated by a
normative reason is not in fact motivated by something else.

What of the idea that accepting a moral judgment has some kind
of normal concomitant desire that motivates us to act in accord-
ance with it? This offers an explanation of normative motivation that
makes it more readily understandable. There is, however, an obvi-
ous objection to this view. How can we know that everyone who
accepts the truth of a moral judgment is going to experience a par-
ticular emotion or feeling or impulse to do what the judgment tells
us is the right thing to do? Or to put it another way: why should we
believe that grasping a normative reason will invariably lead to the
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corresponding motivating reason? In fact, don't we know very well
that there are some human beings who are of normal intelligence,
and seem able to understand moral judgments, but are completely
lacking in motivation to do what they judge to be right?>® The most
glaring examples of this are those we call ‘psychopaths’ or ‘sociopaths’
(although the official psychiatric term that most closely corresponds
to the popular term is ‘anti-social personality disorder’).

6. Does Normative Reason Motivate?

i. The Psychopath as Counter-Example

Psychopaths typically are callous, impulsive, manipulative, and
anti-social. Criminals with psychopathic tendencies are, after
release from prison, more than three times as likely to commit vio-
lent crimes as non-psychopathic criminals.** Yet psychopaths appear
to differ from the rest of us emotionally, rather than in terms of rea-
soning capacities. On IQ tests, many psychopaths show normal intel-
ligence.” If they are asked to make moral judgments about particular
situations, they make judgments with which most of us would agree.
This applies even to their own actions, which they may be quite ready
to judge as wrong, although they will often make excuses for their
crimes, or treat them as if they were peccadilloes. Recent research
has shown—contrary to an earlier study—that they are able to dis-
criminate between acts that are morally wrong and acts that merely
breach a social convention.* The ways in which psychopaths are dif-
ferent from normal people become evident when they are shown
videos of strangers in pain. Normal people begin to sweat, and their
blood pressure rises; these symptoms are not present, or are present
to a much lower degree, in psychopaths. Similarly, showing normal
people frightening faces causes activity in the brain areas associated

2 Nichols invokes psychopaths as an argument against the idea that morality is based on
reason in his ‘How Psychopaths Threaten Moral Rationalism’.

# Rice and Harris, ‘Psychopathy and Violent Recidivism’

% Blair et al., The Psychopath, 23-4.

% Borgand Sinnott-Armstrong, ‘Do Psychopaths Make Moral Judgments?’
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with emotion and motivation. Again, psychopaths show markedly
less activity. When psychopaths hurt someone—or think of hurting
someone—they do not feel about it as others do. It seems not to be
significant to them.”

Does the existence of psychopaths pose a difficulty for Sidgwick’s
view that grasping the truth of a moral judgment has a ‘normal emo-
tional concomitant or expression’ that motivates one to do as the
judgment prescribes? Sidgwick did not, of course, say that such moti-
vation is always successful; on the contrary, he suggested that perhaps
it is usually not the predominant motive. But this reply is inadequate
for the case of psychopaths because it doesn’t seem that the emotions
really exist at all in them, or not to any noticeable extent. On the other
hand SidgwicK’s inclusion of the word ‘normal’ in the phrase we are
discussing does offer a way of dealing with psychopaths, for they are
not normal. If Sidgwick’s position holds true for 99 per cent of the
population, that is all he needs.? Still, it would be helpful to under-
stand how it is that people who appear to know what is right and
wrong can also seem entirely unmoved by this knowledge.

R. D. Hare, in a study of psychopathy entitled Without Conscience,
offers several examples of the difficulty of making sense of what
psychopaths say and do. One psychopath, interviewed in prison,
says: ‘My mother is a great person, but I worry about her. She works
too hard. I really care for that woman, and I'm going to make it easier
for her When asked about the money he stole from his mother, how-
ever, this person replied: T've still got some of it stashed away and
when I get out it’s party time!’” There is, obviously, a practical con-
tradiction between what this person says about caring for his mother,
and about his future plans, but the psychopath doesn’t even notice
this. In the same book Hare describes another person who, on his
way to a party, decided to buy some beer and realized that he had left
his wallet at home. Instead of walking back the six or seven blocks to

7 Blair et al., The Psychopath, 51-62.

2 The estimate that psychopaths are approximately 1% of the population comes from
C.S.Neumann and R. D. Hare, ‘Psychopathic Traits in a Large Community Sample, 897-8.

» R.D. Hare, Without Conscience, 138, quoted by Kennett and Fine, ‘Internalism and the
Evidence from Psychopathy and Acquired Sociopathy’, 177.
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get his wallet, he robbed the nearest gas station, using a heavy piece
of wood to attack and seriously injure the attendant.*® Obviously, he
lacked any emotional concern for the well-being of the attendant, but
apart from that, his reluctance to walk back home for his wallet led,
quite predictably, to his arrest and incarceration. That seems evidence
of a failure of reasoning, on top of the emotional deficit. The title of
the work in which the term ‘psychopath’ first appeared—Harvey
Cleckley’s The Mask of Sanity—suggests that psychopaths merely
appear to be sane. Among Cleckley’s distinguishing characteristics of
psychopathy are ‘lack of insight into the impact of their behavior’ and
‘failure to plan ahead’ ‘Lack of realistic long-term goals’ is an item
on Hare’s Psychopathy Checklist—Revised, a widely used diagnostic
tool.” On the basis of such evidence, Heidi Maibom has argued that
psychopaths are not rational beings, even when their IQ is normal.*
This picture of psychopathy might enable a defender of the view
that objective reason can be motivating for normal people to turn the
tables on Hume and his followers. The psychopath, lacking concern
for anyone’s interests or projects, including his own, is like the per-
son with Future Tuesday Indifference. If you want the beer now and
you don't want to walk back home to get it, then you rob the gas sta-
tion. The fact that you are likely to spend the next few years in prison
doesn’t count with you at the time you commit the crime, because
at that moment you don't care about that. Predictably you will, in
future, desire not to be incarcerated, but if this desire does not moti-
vate you at the time you commit the crime, a Humean cannot say that
the psychopath was acting irrationally. As we saw when discussing
Future Tuesday Indifference, for a Humean to attempt to argue that
someone (in this case, the psychopath) is acting contrary to reason,
because his present desire is inconsistent with his future desires (in
this case, not to be in prison), is to acknowledge that there are con-
straints on what it is rational for you to do that are independent of
your present desires, and once this is accepted, the pure desire-based

3% R.D. Hare, Without Conscience, 58-9.

3% Cited in Baron-Cohen, The Science of Evil, 68; see R. D. Hare, PCL-R: Hare’s Psychopathy
Checklist.

%2 Maibom, ‘Moral Unreason’ and “The Mad, the Bad, and the Psychopath’
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position has been abandoned. To judge the psychopath’s attack on the
attendant as irrational, it has to be accepted that reason—in particu-
lar, the requirement to give weight to desires one will have in future—
has a role to play in action that goes beyond the merely instrumental
role of enabling us to get what we presently want. This opens a door
through which not only one’s own future desires but the desires of
others may enter. Yet if the conduct of the psychopath Hare describes
is notirrational, it is hard to imagine what kind of conduct would be.

ii. Asperger’s Syndrome as Evidence of Normative Reasons Motivating

Just as some defenders of Hume’s view have argued that the exist-
ence of psychopaths shows that morality is based on emotions rather
than reason, so Jeanette Kennett has suggested that the example of
people with Asperger’s syndrome, a form of autism that is compat-
ible with functioning at a high level in some respects, supports her
Kantian view that the essence of moral agency is ‘the concern to act
in accordance with reason’ and that ‘reverence for reason is the core
moral motive, the motive of duty’* People with autism typically have
difficulty in understanding people’s expressions—they often cannot
tell whether someone else is angry or offended, or whether they are
serious or joking. This can go so far that they cannot recognize that
other people have minds. On the other hand, people with Asperger’s
syndrome appear to have some capacity for making moral judg-
ments, and for acting morally.

The psychologist Simon Baron-Cohen supports the claim that peo-
ple with Asperger’s syndrome can understand moral judgments:
My own experience of people with high-functioning autism or Asperger’s syn-
drome is that they are certainly not just capable of morality, but may even be
hyper-moral, wanting all of us to follow the rules in a precise way and to the nth
degree. Some become the whistle-blowers when they spot the rules being bro-
ken. While many ‘neurotypical’ people arrive at their morality via a very visceral
empathic route, responding emotionally to another person’s distress, other peo-

ple (and this includes many with Asperger’s syndrome) arrive at their moral code
through a logical route based on rules (systemising). ‘Treat others as you would

% Kennett, ‘Autism, Empathy and Moral Agency), 355. We owe this reference to McGeer,
‘Varieties of Moral Agency’ See also Kennett, ‘Reasons, Reverence and Value’ and Kennett,
‘Reasons, Emotion and the Psychopath’
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have them treat you’ is an example of a moral code that is rule-based and can be
arrived at by appreciating its logic and that it works. In this way morality can be
like mathematics: Pythagoras’ theorem that a?+b?=c3 [sic] has a logic that works for
any right-angled triangle.

Temple Grandin, a prominent animal welfare consultant and one of
the best-known people with autism, gives her own example of this
way of thinking:

Many people with autism are fans of the television show Star Trek. I have been a fan since
the show started. When I was in college, it greatly influenced my thinking, as each episode
of the original series had a moral point. The characters had a set of firm moral principles
to follow, which came from the United Federation of Planets. I strongly identified with the
logical Mr. Spock, since I completely related to his way of thinking.

I vividly remember one old episode because it portrayed a conflict between logic and
emotion in a manner I could understand. A monster was attempting to smash the shut-
tle craft with rocks. A crew member had been killed. Logical Mr. Spock wanted to take off
and escape before the monster wrecked the craft. The other crew members refused to leave
until they had retrieved the body of the dead crew member. To Spock, it made no sense to
rescue a dead body when the shuttle was being battered to pieces. But the feeling of attach-
ment drove the others to retrieve the body so their fellow crew member could have a proper
funeral. It may sound simplistic, but this episode helped me finally understand how I was
different. I agreed with Spock, but I learned that emotions will often overpower logical
decisions, even if these decisions prove hazardous.®

Utilitarians, and many non-utilitarians too, will agree with Grandin
(and Spock) that it is not worth endangering people’s lives in order to
retrieve the body of a crew member. Grandin’s reaction could be sim-
ilar to what Baron-Cohen claims to have experienced, namely that
some people lacking in empathy can go beyond a set of rules and use
reason to appreciate the logic of a principle like “Treat others as you
would have them treat you’ This also resembles the more calculating
(and consequentialist) morality of the minority of subjects who, in
experiments conducted by Joshua Greene and others, are prepared to
push a stranger off a bridge to stop a runaway trolley, if that is the only
way to save five other strangers from being killed by the trolley. Most
people, Greene showed, refuse to do this, because they have a nega-
tive emotional response to the idea of pushing a stranger to his death
(whereas they have no such emotional response to throwing a switch

3 Baron-Cohen, ‘Does Autism Need a Cure?’
% Grandin, Thinking in Pictures, 132—3, cited by McGeer, ‘Varieties of Moral Agency’, 232.
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to divert the trolley down a branch line, even though this will also kill
one stranger who is on that line).*

If this is what is really happening, then we might be led to conclude
that at least some high-functioning people with autism are close to
Sidgwick’s imaginary ‘rational beings as such’ and this would indicate
that at least some human beings can be moved to action by reason
alone, without even the need for a ‘normal emotional concomi-
tant. Victoria McGeer, however, has challenged this account. She
accepts that some high-functioning people with autism are moral
agents, and agrees with Kennett that the moral agency of people with
autism ‘seems far less permeated by affect, and more deeply governed
by reason’ than the moral agency of most people, but she suggests
that individuals with autism are still motivated by a non-rational
passion—specifically, a passion for order, which enables them to
make sense of the otherwise baftling social world, and to participate
in it.” There are, she suggests, three spheres of moral concern: one
related to the well-being of others, a second with social structure and
social position, and a third with something larger that she labels ‘cos-
mic structure and cosmic position’ which is about the nature of the
universe, the existence of a god (or not) and the meaning and signifi-
cance of our life. In most people, the first two are dominant, but for
people with autism, who have more difficulty in empathizing with
others and find social structures puzzling, the third becomes domi-
nant. The cognitive abilities of high-functioning people with autism
enable them to work with this aspect of morality more satisfactorily
than with the others, but their interest in doing so also has an affec-
tive element. McGeer may be right, but it seems likely that if ‘cosmic
structure and cosmic position’ defines the major sphere of the moral
concern of people with Asperger’s syndrome, then the use of reason
to grasp this structure comes first, and the affective element follows,
perhaps as what Sidgwick would call an ‘emotional concomitant’ of
the reasoned judgment.

36 Greene, Moral Tribes, 113-28; for an entertaining discussion of the trolley problem, see
Edmonds, Would you Kill the Fat Man?
7 McGeer, ‘Varieties of Moral Agency), 244fF.
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ifi. A Sidgwickian Answer

In the final chapter of The Methods Sidgwick distinguishes feelings of
sympathy from the ‘strictly moral feelings’ that are the ‘normal emo-
tional concomitant or expression’ of accepting a moral judgment. He
acknowledges that feelings of sympathy and strictly moral feelings
are so intertwined that it is difficult for him to say, even when he ana-
lyzes his own consciousness, what force sympathetic feelings would
have, if separated from the strictly moral feelings. He suggests that
the exact proportions of the two feelings will vary between individu-
als and at different times in the life of a single individual.

Recent research by the psychologist C. Daniel Batson and his col-
leagues confirms Sidgwick’s speculation that, in most people, both
moral feelings and sympathy are present, and sheds some light on
the balance between them. Batson is known as the leading propo-
nent of the ‘empathy-altruism hypothesis—that is, the not alto-
gether surprising view that when someone has feelings of sympathy
and compassion towards another person, that provides a powerful
motivation to help them.* (The term ‘empathy’ came into use only
after Sidgwick’s death, but as currently used it is very close to what
he meant by sympathy.) Batson and his co-workers have also shown
that empathy can lead to wrongdoing. In one experiment, students
heard an interview with Sheri, a 10-year-old child with a slowly pro-
gressing terminal illness. Half the students were instructed to remain
objective while listening to the interview, and the other half were
instructed to imagine Sheri’s feelings. All the students were then given
a chance to help Sheri by moving her off a waiting list and into an
immediate-treatment group ahead of other children who either had
more severe terminal illnesses or had been waiting longer for treat-
ment. Only 33 per cent of those who had been instructed to remain
objective chose to move Sheri off the waiting list, whereas 73 per cent
of those instructed to imagine her feelings did so. Significantly, all
the participants agreed that partiality is less fair and less moral than
impartiality, but most of the students who had been led to care about
Sheri departed from this principle. It seems that, for many of the

3% Batson, Altruism in Humans.
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participants, empathy for Sheri overpowered their strictly moral feel-
ings. The experiment supports Sidgwick’s contention that some peo-
ple are motivated merely by grasping the moral truth that we should
not act partially or unfairly, for 27 per cent of the participants who
had been instructed to imagine Sheri’s feelings nevertheless did not
move her off the waiting list.* The fact that only a minority kept her
on the waiting list is in line with Sidgwick’s comment that, in human
beings, the impulse to which a moral cognition gives rise is only one
motive among others and not always and perhaps not usually pre-
dominant (ME 34).

In the concluding chapter of The Methods Sidgwick mentions
another kind of feeling that can arise from understanding a moral
truth, when he says that a selfish person is likely to feel, ‘in a thou-
sand ways...the discord between the rhythms of his own life and of
that larger life of which his own is but an insignificant fraction’ (ME
501). This sounds very much like the emotional state that psycholo-
gists know as ‘cognitive dissonance’—a state of unease or discom-
fort caused by holding conflicting beliefs. The Swedish sociologist
Gunnar Myrdal invoked this idea in his celebrated 1944 study of
race relations in America, An American Dilemma. As Myrdal put it,
all Americans—including Southern whites who at the time openly
defended racial segregation—accepted the American Creed of
equality and democracy. The tension between this moral stance and
the reality of race relations in the South would, Myrdal believed,
come to a head, and be resolved in favour of equality. His prediction
was accurate, although this does not prove that he had correctly diag-
nosed the cause of the change.

Self-esteem is an important human need that contributes to per-
sonal happiness. Believing that something is the right thing to do,
while knowing that one is not doing it, is likely to undermine one’s
self-esteem. Richard Keshen, in Reasonable Self-Esteem, argues that
reasonable people gain self-esteem by knowing that their beliefs are
in accord with the relevant evidence, and their values are not open to

% Batson, Altruism in Humans, 197-8; for the full report of the study, see Batson et al.,
‘Immorality from Empathy-Induced Altruism.
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reasonable criticism by others. For Keshen, a reasonable person is one
whose defining commitment is to have reasonable beliefs about the
world, about what is in her interests, and about what she ought to do.*’
The concept of values not open to reasonable criticism by others begins
with not being influenced by biased thinking, but Keshen takes this
further by arguing that at the core of the reasonable person’s ethical life
is the recognition that others are like us, and therefore in some sense,
their lives and their well-being are of equal significance to our own. The
reasonable person cannot have self-esteem while ignoring the interests
of others whose well-being she recognizes as equally significant. (We
will see in Chapter 5 that Keshen’s argument here has points of contact
with Sidgwick’s arguments for his principle of universal benevolence.)
Keshen argues that the reasonable person can see herself as part of a
tradition stretching from Aristotle through Galileo to our own times—
and he includes Sidgwick among the exemplars of this tradition, not
only because of Sidgwick’s commitment to reason in his philosophical
work, but also because of the way he demonstrated his commitment
to live according to reason when he resigned his fellowship because of
his inability to accept the articles of faith of the Church of England.*
The reasonable person can therefore see herself as belonging to a wor-
thy tradition, and this can enhance her sense of self-respect.

Cognitive dissonance and reasonable self-esteem are not simply
unmotivated desires or emotions that happen to us, as hunger does,
but desires or emotions that are motivated by beliefs that involve our
ability to reason. It would be very difficult to be a rational being and
remain completely indifferent to inconsistency; nor can one have
reasonable self-esteem while knowing that one’s actions are very far
from one’s values, or that one is acting on principles that do not have a
sound basis that a reasonable person could accept. These motives for
acting ethically therefore fit well with Sidgwick’s notion that accepting
amoral judgment has a normal emotional concomitant or expression.

We can now summarize Sidgwick’s account. Moral motivation
begins with the rational judgment that an act is right. This judgment

4 Keshen, Reasonable Self-Esteem, 7.
1 Keshen, Reasonable Self-Esteem, 98-99.
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then has its concomitant desires or impulses that provide motivation
for doing what is right. These are motivated desires, in Nagel's sense
of the term, and are motivated by the moral judgment itself, against
the background that we are reasonable beings capable of cognitive
dissonance, to whom reasonable self-esteem matters. They may be
specific to that judgment—as Sidgwick suggested when he indicated
that, for the utilitarian, they might be a blend of the impulse ‘to do
what is judged to be reasonable as such’ with ‘sympathy and philan-
thropic enthusiasm’—or they might be, like avoiding cognitive dis-
sonance and maintaining reasonable self-esteem, moral feelings that
apply more generally to doing what one understands to be right.

This account of moral motivation preserves the objectivity of
moral judgments and their ability to motivate reasonable beings like
us. In contrast to Hume’s insistence that reason is and ought to be the
slave of desires, Sidgwick’s view makes reason the master, at least over
the ‘strictly moral feelings’ The rational judgment that an act is right
comes first, and gives rise to the feelings that are its normal concomi-
tant or expression and which provide the motivation to do what one
believes to be right. This view is also distinct from the Kantian view
that reason can act directly on our will, although one could see some
hints of something like the position we are attributing to Sidgwick in
Kant’s statement that ‘Duty is the necessity of an action from respect
for the law’ or his claim that ‘the moral law inevitably humbles every
man when he compares the sensuous propensity of his nature with
the law’*> We do not claim to have proven Sidgwick correct, nor to
have refuted Hume, but we have shown, drawing on Sidgwick as well
as on Parfit’s arguments in On What Matters, that there is an alterna-
tive to Hume’s view that holds open the possibility of reason play-
ing a more foundational role in human conduct.” In the following
chapters, we hope to fill out, in various ways, a broadly Sidgwickian
account of the role that reason plays in ethical theory and practice.

2 Kant, Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals, 16; Kant, Critique of Practical Reason,
bk 1, ch. 3, §6.

# We agree with Robert Shaver that the view that beliefs can cause desires has had too lit-
tle discussion. Shaver notes, in his illuminating essay ‘Moral Motivation in Sidgwick, 10: ‘It
is hard even to find much discussion of whether beliefs can cause desires.
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Intuition and the Morality of
Common Sense

1. Sidgwick on the Stages of Intuitionism

Intuitionism, as a method of ethics, is the subject of book III of
The Methods—and it really is a book in itself, consisting of 14 chap-
ters, and more than 200 pages. Sidgwick begins by saying that, in
the widest usage of the term, an intuition is ‘an immediate judg-
ment as to what ought to be done or aimed at’ (ME 97). He notes
that philosophers often oppose ‘intuitive’ or ‘a priori’ morality to
‘inductive’ or ‘a posteriori’ morality. (He would have had in mind
the opposition between Mill, who tried to base his utilitarianism
on induction, and William Whewell, who argued against Mill that
we know some truths a priori.) This opposition rests, Sidgwick
claims, on a confusion because the two are seeking to show differ-
ent things. The ‘inductive’ moralist can tell us that certain kinds of
action are likely to increase happiness, while the ‘intuitive’ mor-
alist asserts that certain kinds of action are right. Therefore there
is ‘no proper opposition. Then, in an obvious reference to Mill,
Sidgwick adds that, if the hedonist asserts that pleasure is the only
reasonable ultimate end of human action, he cannot know this by
induction, for experience ‘can at most tell us that all men always do
seek pleasure as their ultimate end... it cannot tell us that any one
ought so to seek it’ (ME 97-8).

Intuitionism, according to Sidgwick, can have different forms.
Some people believe that the most trustworthy ‘intuitions’ are given
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by conscience, which generally operates at the level of particular
actions: this is what I should do, in the particular situation in which
I now find myself. It does not refer to any general rules or principles.
Sidgwick calls this form of intuitionism ‘ultra-intuitional’ because it
relies on the immediate judgment alone, making no appeal to more
general rules or to any kind of moral reasoning.

Although all of us experience such moral intuitions, Sidgwick
thinks that few people are satisfied with reliance on these immedi-
ate judgments of particular situations. We find ourselves doubting
them, and noticing that the intuitions we reach at different times may
not be consistent with one another, even though the circumstances
are not relevantly different. Moreover, different people, apparently
equally competent to judge, will have different intuitions. To set these
doubts at rest, we seek something that can be more firmly based on
widespread acceptance. This leads us to the second version of intui-
tionism, the fundamental assumption of which is ‘that we can dis-
cern certain general rules with really clear and finally valid intuition’
Sidgwick calls this form of intuitionism the ‘Morality of Common
Sense’ and discussion of it occupies most of book III. Philosophers
who regard common sense morality as the correct method of doing
ethics believe that these general rules are implicit in the everyday
moral reasoning of ordinary people. The philosophers then see it as
the role of the moralist to present these rules in a precise and sys-
tematic fashion, without vagueness and with some way of preventing
conflict between different rules (ME 101).

Sidgwick points out that common sense morality is not fully satis-
fying because we want to know not only what we ought to do, but why
we ought to do it. So even if we generally agree that what common
sense morality directs us to do is the right thing to do, we also feel
a need for some more sophisticated justification of these rules. This
demand leads us to a third phase of intuitionism which seeks to find
a basis for the morality of common sense by resting it, perhaps with
some slight modification, on a principle or principles that are ‘more
absolutely and undeniably true and evident’ (ME 102). Thus intui-
tionism as a method of ethics has three phases, each one more philo-
sophically developed than its predecessor: first there is the ‘voice of
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conscience’ which Sidgwick sometimes calls ‘ultra-intuitional’ and
sometimes ‘Perceptional Intuitionism’; second there is the Morality
of Common Sense, which Sidgwick also refers to as ‘Dogmatic
Intuitionism’; finally there is the third phase, which Sidgwick calls
‘Philosophical Intuitionism.

It is worth noting here that this initial discussion of intuitionism
and its phases gives rise to a problem that will become clearer in the
following chapters. In one sense of the term, to describe a method
as ‘intuitionism’ is to refer to the way in which an ethical judgment
is reached, rather than to the content of that judgment. In this sense
of intuitionism, however, the label is too wide to constitute a dis-
tinctive method of ethics. Rather, in this sense ‘intuitionism’ is what
Broad called ‘an epistemic principle of classification’ Philosophical
Intuitionism is not in itself a normative theory, but a mode of justify-
ing a normative theory—and the same could be said of Perceptional
Intuitionism, for in so far as people may have very varying intuitions
about what to do in any given situation, it too does not have any spe-
cific normative content. Yet Sidgwick thought that this kind of episte-
mological intuitionism is, in the end, the only sound way of acquiring
knowledge of what it is right for us to do, whether that knowledge
leads us to aim at doing our duty for its own sake, or at bringing
about certain consequences, as suggested by egoistic and universal
hedonism.

The narrower definition of intuitionism allows for a clear separa-
tion of normative intuitionism from hedonistic theories. Here the
division rests on, to use Broad’s words again, ‘whether some types
of action are intrinsically right or wrong, or whether the rightness
or wrongness of actions always depends on their conduciveness to
certain ends. In discussing the division Sidgwick made, Broad intro-
duced a new terminology, the distinction between deontological and
teleological theories, which has become one of the most widely used
distinctions in normative ethical theory.!

! Broad, Five Types, 206-7. Broad writes: ‘Deontological theories hold that there are ethi-
cal propositions of the form: “Such and such a kind of action would always be right (or
wrong) in such and such circumstances, no matter what its consequences might be”. This
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Once this division is made clear, it may be hard to see why
Sidgwick claimed that these stages of intuitionism ‘may be treated
as three stages in the formal development of Intuitive Morality’
(ME 102). At first glance, the use of the term ‘intuitionism’ to refer
to the content of our moral judgments seems unrelated to the use
of the term to indicate that we reach our judgments by means of
intuition.? We might think that here Sidgwick is simply following in
the footsteps of earlier philosophers, like the 18th-century Scottish
philosopher Thomas Reid, who was a great proponent of the phi-
losophy of ‘common sense’ and was an intuitionist in the epistemic
sense too. If this were the case, then Sidgwick’s acceptance of the
morality of common sense as a form of intuitionism would best be
explained historically, rather than philosophically or conceptually.
This could be part of the explanation for the way in which he uses
the term, but there is also a philosophical link between intuitionism
in the wider sense, as a view about the immediate manner in which
we grasp moral truths, and intuitionism in the narrower sense that
refers to the morality of common sense, with its demand for obe-
dience to rules irrespective of the consequences. As Sidgwick puts
it: “Writers who maintain that we have “intuitive knowledge” of the
rightness of actions usually mean that this rightness is ascertained
by simply “looking at” the actions themselves, without consider-
ing their ulterior consequences’ (ME 96). It is precisely because the
moral rules accepted by common sense morality require us to tell
the truth, to keep our promises, not to steal or kill the innocent, and
to do justice even if the sky falls, irrespective of the consequences
of our action, that we can claim to know that these actions are right
simply by understanding the nature of the actions themselves; that
is, immediately, without any calculation of the consequences of fol-
lowing them. It is not surprising, therefore, that many of those who
believe that we can achieve moral knowledge through our intuition

division corresponds with SidgwicK’s Intuitionism in the narrower sense. Teleological the-
ories hold that the rightness or wrongness of an action is always determined by its tendency
to produce certain consequences which are intrinsically good or bad. Hedonism is a form
of teleological theory’

2 See, for instance, the discussion in Phillips, Sidgwickian Ethics, 95.
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also believe that certain actions are right or wrong, irrespective of
the consequences. If they did not, they would have to admit that cal-
culating the consequences plays an important role in determining
what is right or wrong, and this calculation is not something that
intuition can do. Here is Sidgwick himself on the link between the
idea that some actions are right, and others wrong, irrespective of
their consequences, and the idea of intuition as a method of acquir-
ing moral knowledge:

The moral judgments that men habitually pass on one another in ordinary dis-
course imply for the most part that duty is usually not a difficult thing for an ordi-
nary man to know, though various seductive impulses may make it difficult for
him to do it. And in such maxims as that duty should be performed ‘advienne que
pourra, [‘come what may’] that truth should be spoken without regard to con-
sequences, that justice should be done ‘though the sky should fall; it is implied
that we have the power of seeing clearly that certain kinds of actions are right and
reasonable in themselves, apart from their consequences... And such a power is
claimed for the human mind by most of the writers who have maintained the exist-

ence of moral intuitions; I have therefore thought myself justified in treating this
claim as characteristic of the method which I distinguish as Intuitional. (ME 200)

Nevertheless, Sidgwick notes that common sense morality is not
completely consistent about excluding calculations of consequences,
because it generally includes prudence and benevolence among the
virtues, and they necessarily take account of the consequences of our
actions® (ME 96, 200).

2. Sidgwick on Testing the Morality of
Common Sense

Sidgwick observes that, in the thinking of ordinary people, the dif-
ferent phases of intuitionism cannot be clearly distinguished. Many
people trust their particular intuitions, but they also believe that
there are general rules that tell us what is right in different areas

* In addition to the pages from The Methods cited in the text, see also Sidgwick’s essay
‘Professor Calderwood on Intuitionism in Morals] 563-6, reprinted in Henry Sidgwick,
Essays on Ethics and Method. In that essay, Sidgwick concedes that ‘No intuitionist ever
maintained that all our conduct can be ordered rightly without any calculation of its effects
on human happiness’ but notes that this calculation is limited to certain principles, such as
prudence and benevolence, and shut out from other areas of conduct.
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of our lives. At the same time they think that these rules can be
deduced from a smaller number of fundamental principles, and thus
justified (ME 102-3). Can the morality of common sense supply that
set of general principles against which our intuitions in particular
cases can be tested? Sidgwick defines the morality of common sense
as a collection of general rules ‘regarded as a body of moral truth,
warranted to be such by the consensus of mankind,—or at least of
that portion of mankind which combines adequate intellectual
enlightenment with a serious concern for morality’ (ME 215). Many
philosophers, Sidgwick notes, assume that this morality is able to
present us with some self-evident principles or fundamental intui-
tions that are the basis for a philosophically sound system of ethics.
Sidgwick therefore plans a detailed study of the demands of com-
mon sense morality to see if they are clear and precise, and are based
on self-evident axioms. Before setting out on this examination, how-
ever, he explains that the rules of common sense morality express
notions of virtue and of duty. To understand a rule and to be sure
that it expresses precisely the ideas that lie behind it, it is important
to get clear about these two notions. We will say more about them
in Chapter 11; it is enough for now to say that Sidgwick defines a
virtue as ‘a quality exhibited in right conduct’ This definition allows
him to sort the major forms of right conduct under headings drawn
from the particular virtues, as they are commonly understood (ME
219 n.).

Sidgwick then begins his examination of the different virtues of
common sense morality, including wisdom, self-control, benevo-
lence, justice, good faith, veracity, prudence, purity, and courage. In
each case, he begins by trying to make explicit a rule that encapsu-
lates what the virtue teaches us to do. He seeks to define its terms and
content, show what kind of problems we can have with its applica-
tion, and indicate what kind of exceptions to such a rule common
sense morality is ready to accept.

To show how Sidgwick constructs his critique of common sense
morality, we have selected just two of these examinations of the rules
of common sense morality: the rule of benevolence and the rule of
veracity, or truthfulness.
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i. Benevolence

The virtue of benevolence is commonly defined, Sidgwick says, in
terms of a rule that ‘we ought to love all our fellow-men, or ‘all our
fellow-creatures; but there is no agreement about the meaning of the
word ‘love’ in this context. Kant, according to Sidgwick, understood
the virtue of benevolence not in terms of an ‘emotional element’ like
love or kindness, which we cannot be directed to feel, but rather as
‘the determination of the will to seek the good or happiness of oth-
ers. Sidgwick agrees that it is impossible to order someone to feel an
emotion, but at the same time he would not get rid of the emotional
element completely. Benevolence requires us to cultivate love and
affections, as far as it is possible for us to do so, towards those we are
under some obligations to benefit (ME 239).

What is the nature of the acts in which benevolence is shown? They
are usually called ‘doing good’; but this immediately raises another
problem because there is no agreement what the good really is.
Some define it as happiness, some as perfection. Sidgwick takes the
common sense view to be that benevolent acts seek to promote the
happiness of others. Next he asks who these others are. Do we owe
benevolence only to human beings, or to animals too? Here he points
out that, although Bentham thought that the pain of animals is in
itself something to be avoided, ‘intuitional moralists of repute’ have
held that the only reason we should treat animals kindly is as a means
of cultivating kindness towards humans. (Sidgwick may be think-
ing of Kant, and of William Whewell, whom Mill rebuked for taking
this view.) Sidgwick thinks that, on this point, common sense rejects
the ‘hard-hearted paradox’ of thinking that we ought to be kind to
animals, not for the sake of the animals themselves, but only for the
sake of humans, and instead accepts Bentham’s view that pain is in
itself something to be avoided, whether it is in humans or animals.
Sidgwick then considers an important difference between the utili-
tarian view and common sense morality. Utilitarianism encourages
us to aim at happiness generally ‘and so consider the happiness of any
one individual as equally important with the equal happiness of any
other’ (ME 241). This is still compatible with us promoting the hap-
piness of some more than others, as practical circumstances dictate,
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but this inequality is secondary and derives from the overall principle
of equal consideration, coupled with the particular circumstances in
which we seek to promote happiness overall. Common sense moral-
ity, on the other hand, takes it as immediately apparent that we have
special duties to others who stand in some special relation to us (ME
242). But when there are doubts about the significance of some of
these special relations for our benevolent duties, or conflicts of duties
to different people, how are these doubts to be resolved? Are there
independent and self-evident principles that can guide us, or must
we appeal to utilitarian considerations? This is a crucial question on
which the method of intuitionism and the method of utilitarianism
differ.

Sidgwick enumerates the duties of benevolence that, according to
common sense morality, we have to others:

We should all agree that each of us is bound to show kindness to his parents and
spouse and children, and to other kinsmen in a less degree: and to those who have
rendered services to him, and any others whom he may have admitted to his inti-
macy and called friends: and to neighbours and to fellow-countrymen more than
others: and perhaps we may say to those of our own race more than to black or
yellow men, and generally to human beings in proportion to their affinity to our-
selves. And to our country as a corporate whole we believe ourselves to owe the
greatest sacrifices when occasion calls... And to all men with whom we may be
brought into relation we are held to owe slight services, and such as may be ren-
dered without inconvenience: but those who are in distress or urgent need have a
claim on us for special kindness. (ME 246)

The problem is that, once we try to become more precise about the
extent of our obligations to people in each of these categories, we begin
to differ, and such differences can be shown to vary greatly between
people of different cultures and periods. We can see this even in the
difference between Sidgwick’s time and our own, for it could not be
said today that common sense morality tells us that we have greater
obligations of benevolence to those of our own race than to others less
like ourselves. Sidgwick was aware of recent changes in his own cul-
ture too. Not long before the time in which Sidgwick was writing, a
man was considered morally bound to leave his money to his chil-
dren unless they had done something seriously wrong, and if he had
no children, to leave it to other close relatives. By Sidgwick’s time, a
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childless man could do what he liked with his money, unless his broth-
ersand sisters were in poverty. Sidgwick predicted that ‘in a future age’
a man would not be considered morally obliged to leave his money to
his children, unless they are in need. For some people, atleast, this pre-
diction seems to have been fulfilled. We do not think badly of Warren
Buffet who, while surely not leaving his children in poverty, has given
the overwhelming majority of his fortune to charity.

Sidgwick considers the argument that our duties may really be
relative to custom, in the sense that, if in a society it is customary
to do something, then that is what we should do. He responds that
we can see that custom changes and it changes because people find
it inexpedient. But if we admit that custom should change when it
is inexpedient, we are using a utilitarian method of reasoning. This
tells us that the common sense reading of the rule of benevolence is
not self-evident at all, for the limits to the allegedly independent and
self-evident principles are not given, even implicitly, by the intuition
that reveals the principle, but by the entirely different principle of
utility (ME 247).

ii. Truthfulness

When he turns to the virtue of truthfulness, Sidgwick starts with the
problem that, while we may all agree with the broad principle that
we ought to tell the truth and avoid lying, when we get down to spe-
cific cases, this agreement collapses. If a robber asks us if we have any
jewellery, are we bound to tell the truth? Can we lie to deceive our
enemies? Must a lawyer, in defending his client, avoid creating false
beliefs in the jury? If both telling the truth and refusing to answer will
let others guess something that we are entitled to keep secret, must
we be truthful? Is it incompatible with truthfulness to take part in
religious ceremonies that require us to utter words that we believe to
be literally false?

Some moralists defend the view that ‘Speak the truth’ is an ethical
axiom that has no exceptions. Common sense morality, however, is,
Sidgwick tells us, less clear about truth-telling. It does not tell us that
truth-speaking is an absolute duty, to be obeyed in all circumstances,
and it also does not demonstrate that it is an independent duty, free
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of any need for support from any other principle. It is not absolute,
because it holds that there is a general right to have others tell us the
truth, unless there are special circumstances in which we may forfeit
this right, or it may be suspended. For example, it isn’t clear that we
do wrong if we lie to protect ourselves against ‘a palpable invasion of
our rights’—after all, we can be justified in killing in self-defence, so it
would be paradoxical if we cannot lie in self-defence (ME 315). Then
there are cases when we liebecause it is in the interests of the person to
whom we deny the truth. Common sense does not regard it as wrong
to tell a lie to someone who is gravely ill, if telling the truth is likely to
produce a shock that is dangerous to that person’s health. Common
sense also allows us to lie to children, when we think it better for them
that they not know the truth. But if this kind of ‘benevolent decep-
tion’ is permitted in some cases, how are we to decide in which cases
it is justifiable? Only, Sidgwick suggests, ‘by weighing the gain of any
particular deception against the imperilment of mutual confidence
involved in all violation of truth’ (ME 316). In other words, the justifi-
ability of exceptions to the principle of telling the truth is resolved by
an appeal to the quite distinct principle of utility. Hence the principle
of telling the truth is not an independent principle.

Itisalso less clear than it seems, Sidgwick points out, in what the vir-
tue of veracity consists. For instance, where keeping a secret is impor-
tant for the well-being of society, it is often said that we can legitimately
conceal the truth by any means short of uttering an actual falsehood.
To protect a secret from a probing question, may we ‘turn the ques-
tion aside’ with an answer that, while not strictly false, still leads, and
is intended to lead, the enquirer to form a false belief? Is this contrary
to the virtue of truthfulness? Common sense is, Sidgwick believes,
divided on this point, with some saying it is a form of deception, and
thus contrary to truthfulness, and others saying that, since we did not
tell a lie, we have not violated our duty to tell the truth.

After considering these and other difficulties in defining in what
the principle of truthfulness consists, and whether there are excep-
tions to it, Sidgwick sums up his argument to this point:

On the whole, then, reflection seems to show that the rule of Veracity, as com-
monly accepted, cannot be elevated into a definite moral axiom: for there is no real
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agreement as to how far we are bound to impart true beliefs to others: and while it
is contrary to Common Sense to exact absolute candour under all circumstances,
we yet find no self-evident secondary principle, clearly defining when it is not to be
exacted. (ME 317)

Before accepting this conclusion, however, Sidgwick considers
an argument that truth is an absolute duty which, if sound, would
show that the common sense exceptions to the duty to tell the truth
are a result of ‘inadvertence and shallowness of thought’ Sidgwick
does not name the author of this argument, but he clearly has Kant
in mind. The argument is that, if we allow people to tell lies under
some circumstances, and this rule becomes generally accepted, lies
told under these circumstances will become useless, because no one
will believe them. But a moralist cannot lay down a rule that, if gen-
erally accepted, would be self-defeating.

To this argument Sidgwick presents three objections. First, he
doesn’t think that complete trust is always for the best; he believes
that under certain ‘peculiar circumstances’ it is good for people not
to be able to trust the answers they get. For instance we should not,
he says, ‘be restrained from pronouncing it lawful to meet deceit with
deceit, merely by the fear of impairing the security which rogues now
derive from the veracity of honest men’. Granted, the ultimate result
of such a rule would be that lies are no longer told to known rogues—
because, anticipating that people would lie to them, they would not
bother asking the questions that under a different rule would have
led to them knowing some truth useful to them. But since this is not
an undesirable outcome, the prospect of it gives us no reason against
telling useful lies (ME 318). Second, since we are not purely rational
beings, even if we know that there are rules telling us that in certain
circumstances lying is not wrong, lies may still have an effect, and
therefore may still be told. Sidgwick’s example here is the skilful law-
yer who persuades a jury that he sincerely believes his client to be
innocent, even though the members of the jury are well aware that
the lawyer regards it as his duty to say, as plausibly as possible, what-
ever he has been instructed to say on behalf of his client, whether
or not he believes it to be true. Sidgwick’s third point challenges
the assumption behind the entire Kantian argument: ‘it cannot be
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assumed as certain that it is never right to act upon a maxim of which
the universal application would be an undoubted evil’ (ME 318). It is
true that if an act is right for me it must be right for all other people in
similar circumstances. But that rule does not exclude the possibility
that an act will be right if its maxim is not universally accepted, and
it will not be widely imitated, and it can then be right for all people in
the relevantly similar circumstance that their act will not be widely
imitated. One way in which this might be the case is if the act is done
secretly. Here Sidgwick is hinting at the controversial idea of ‘esoteric
morality’ to which we will return in Chapter 10.

3. Perceptional Intuitionism

Sidgwick’s three stages of intuitionism have modern parallels. We
will discuss them in turn.

The name perceptional intuitionism suggests that we just ‘see’ what
is right or wrong, in much the same way that we see a red object in
front of us. Our perception of what is right or wrong appears imme-
diately when we are faced with a situation in which we have to make
moral judgments, and we can rely on that perception.

Today the closest approximation to this view that is taken seriously
in moral philosophy is known as ‘particularism’ and its best-known
advocate is Jonathan Dancy.* Dancy denies that moral judgment
needs to draw on moral principles.’ Unlike Sidgwick’s perceptional
intuitionists, however, Dancy is not committed to the idea that we
justlook at a situation and see what is right or wrong. As we shall see,
he leaves room for reflection and deliberation.

Generalists claim that moral reasons are determined by general
principles and do not vary. If we have a principle that tells us not to
lie, the fact that saying something would be a lie is a reason for us not
to say it. Now suppose that we are in a situation in which by lying
I will save someone’s life. For a generalist who is also an absolutist,

4 The term ‘particularism’ appears to stem from R. M. Hare, Freedom and Reason, 18. We
owe this reference to Selim Berker, ‘Particular Reasons, 111 n. 3; Berker is, however, astray
when he also remarks that ‘the possibility of such a position was first pointed out’ by Hare.

5 Dancy, Moral Reasons, 74.
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like Kant, we should not lie, even in this situation, as the principle
still provides an overriding reason for action. For a softer general-
ist like W. D. Ross, for whom the rule against lying is a prima facie
duty, we now have two different reasons for action, stemming from
two different duties—one about not lying and the other about doing
good—that point in different directions. According to a particularist,
however, both Kant and Ross have it wrong because particularists
hold that when deciding what we should do in a particular case, gen-
eral moral principles are useless. The fact that a statement is a lie may
count against it in one situation, but in a different situation not count
against it at all or even count in favour of it. Similarly, the fact that an
action will save a life may count in favour of it in one situation and
against it in another.

Dancy presents similar examples in his book Moral Reasons. Here
is one: ‘T borrow a book from you, and then discover that you have
stolen it from the library. Normally the fact that I have borrowed the
book from you would be a reason to return it to you, but in this situ-
ation it is not. It isn’t that I have some reason to return it to you and
more reason to put it back in the library. I have no reason at all to
return it to you’®

Dancy believes that examples like this show that reasons are holis-
tic. According to holism about reasons: ‘a feature that is a reason in
one case may be no reason at all, or an opposite reason, in another’’
Dancy offers a non-moral example: normally the fact that some-
thing looks red to me is a reason for believing that it is red and against
believing that it is blue. But if I have just taken a drug that makes red
things look blue and blue things look red, then the fact that some-
thing looks red to me is a reason against believing that it is red, and a
reason for believing that it is blue. Similarly, in the case of reasons for
action, the fact that an action is against the law may sometimes be a
reason against doing it, but in other cases—for instance, when pro-
testing against a bad law—it is a reason for doing it.* When we decide
what to do, we should be open to an idea that different things at dif-
ferent times become reasons and cease to be reasons.

¢ Dancy, Moral Reasons, 60. 7 Dancy, Ethics without Principles, 73.
8 Dancy, ‘Moral Particularism’
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Dancy admits that this may make moral judgment seem to be ‘a
mess. He asks: ‘Are we reduced to looking at the case before us and
hoping that the complex interrelations between the various features
that happen to be relevant here will just strike us, somehow?’ That is,
he acknowledges, a possibility, but not the only possibility for par-
ticularists. They can take moral experience into account and so ‘are
not reduced to just gazing vacantly at the case before them and com-
ing up with an answer that somehow seems appropriate’ They can
say that a certain feature of a situation—for example, that it involved
cruelty—mattered in one case, and so it might well matter in the pre-
sent case. What they cannot say is that because it mattered in another
case, it must matter in the present case.’

A particularist deciding what to do has to see in what direction the
moral reasons point. She may see that in one situation saving a life is
areason for telling a lie, but since there is no principle that says “The
good of saving an innocent life outweighs the wrong of telling a li€]
there could also be situations in which saving a life is not a reason
for telling a lie. Indeed, according to Dancy, the particularist cannot
assume that the fact that telling a lie will save an innocent life is even
going to count in favour of telling the lie. It might, for all the particu-
larist can know, count against telling the lie. The same is true of the
fact that you stole the book that I then borrowed from you. In some
situations the fact that you stole it from a library is a reason for me not
to return it to you, but presumably in a different situation the fact that
you stole the book from the library would be a reason for me to give it
back to you. How could this be?

The natural response to this question is that, if in some situation
the fact that an act saves an innocent life counts against that act,
there must be some further feature of the situation that explains
why this is so. For instance, the life may be that of a child who has a
genetic condition that means she will suffer horribly for a few more
weeks and then die. Suppose now that a person repeatedly makes
decisions in situations that are similar to this in respect of the qual-
ity of the life that is at stake (as a neonatal intensive care specialist

° Dancy, ‘Moral Particularism’
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might do). This person, even if she does not initially act on the basis
of any principle, is likely to notice a pattern to her decisions in a set
of similar cases. A reflective person will wonder if the pattern indi-
cates that there is a rule in the offing. If there cannot be rules because
there are too many varying factors and the rules would become too
complicated, then either a prima facie principle or a considerations
about the values at stake may help her reach well-considered deci-
sions. She may;, for instance, conclude that a life full of suffering and
lacking other redeeming features is of negative, rather than positive,
value. But then she seems to have adopted a principle, namely that
the fact that an action will lead to a life full of suffering is a reason
against doing that action. She may base this principle on a view of
the significance of suffering as a (negative) value. If the particular-
ist answers that there are many values, not just this one, she could
respond that then she will reach a final decision by weighing the
relevant values—which is already some distance from particular-
ism. Again, areflective person would then ask herself whether life is
of intrinsic value, or of only instrumental value, and if there is more
than one intrinsic value, how we are to rank them or trade them off
against each other. If the judgments of particularists form patterns
and can be brought under rules, principles, or theories of value,
even if very complicated ones, the distinction between particular-
ism and any other rule-based normative ethical theory—including
what Sidgwick calls the morality of common sense—seems to have
vanished.

If, on the other hand, the particularist rejects all resort to rules,
principles, or theories of value, it is hard to see how she can learn
from experience about the special factors that could lead to the fact
that an act will save an innocent life counting against doing the act, or
the fact that a person stole a book from a library operating in favour
of returning it to him. What would learning that be like? Remember,
it can't be a matter of deriving, from a range of particular cases, a
common moral element that makes some of these acts right and others
wrong. That would be the derivation of a principle. Is it, then, impos-
sible to know what is right or wrong until we actually find ourselves in a
situation in which the morally relevant factors apply? Then it does seem
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that, despite Dancy’s denials, the particularist is reduced to just gazing
vacantly at the case’ and wondering if she will just see that this is such
acase.

We are familiar with people varying their behaviour in matters of
taste. We have no objection to someone saying: ‘At this restaurant
the pea soup is excellent, but today I don't feel like soup. But we are
likely to object to someone saying: ‘I don't usually return books to
people who steal them from libraries, but today I don't feel like help-
ing the library to regain its property, and we surely would condemn
alifeguard who noticed that a toddler had fallen into the pool he was
supervising and said ‘T usually rescue drowning children, but today
I don’t feel like doing so. At least in serious matters, morality requires
that we do not let such feelings affect our judgment of what we ought
to do. Our point is not that particularists base their judgments on
subjective feelings. They do not. They regard themselves as seeing
objectively wrong-making or right-making features of situations. But
the idea that a reason could in one case count in favour of an action,
and in another case against an action, without any rule, principle,
or theory of value justifying the change, is uncomfortably close to a
change in a matter of taste, and morality demands more explanation
of this change than the particularist is willing to offer.

Here Dancy’s examples serve only to highlight the problem. In the
case of colour perception after taking the drug, we know exactly what
principle will lead us to the correct beliefs: ‘After taking a drug that
makes blue things appear red, and red things appear blue, if some-
thing appears red to you, believe that it is blue and if it appears blue to
you, believe that itis red’ Similarly, there are many possible principles
that might guide obedience to the law. One might be: ‘Obey the law
when doing so will have the best consequences for all those affected
by your action’ But there could also be others. Neither of these exam-
ples gives us any clue to how a reason for a belief or an action could
‘change direction’ except on the basis of some general principle that
would explain or justify the change. In the absence of any such prin-
ciple, and on the assumption that we are not talking about a matter of
taste or subjective feelings, the change of direction is utterly mysteri-
ous. As Selim Berker puts it, “The very notion of a reason for action
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depends on there being a certain level of constancy either in the
connection between reasons and what grounds them or in the con-
nection between reasons and one’s overall duties, and when particu-
larists posit as much variability as they do, we lose our grip on what
they could mean when they call something a “reason for action”

When we are thinking about what we ought to do, we seek some-
thing more satisfying to our intellect that explains why in some situ-
ations saving a life is a reason for doing an act, and in other situations
it is not. This search leads straight to the kind of rules and principles
that make up common sense morality.

4. Common Sense Morality

Common sense morality was established as a philosophical theory in
Scotland in the latter part of the 18th century, as a response to Hume’s
scepticism. Thomas Reid, the main figure in this school, believed
that moral knowledge is within the reach of everyone, for we can all
grasp, by intuition, the basic set of self-evident truths that consti-
tute the foundations of moral knowledge. Richard Price was another
important 18th-century defender of this view, which received further
development at the hand of the 19th-century theologian and philoso-
pher William Whewell, and in the first half of the 20th century, from
W. D. Ross. Today some of the key elements of this tradition can be
discerned in the work of such philosophers as David McNaughton,
Michael Slote, and Bernard Gert.

We will focus on Ross, and then turn to the views of Bernard Gert, a
more recent defender of common sense morality, before closing this
section by comparing Sidgwick’s account of common sense morality
on lying with Sissela Bok’s study of the same topic.

i. W.D. Ross

As we have already noticed, Ross is, in contrast to Dancy, a gener-
alist who holds that moral reasons derive from general principles.
Unlike Kant, however, he does not think that these principles are

10 Berker, ‘Particular Reasons, 112. For a defence of Dancy against Berker, see Lechler,
‘Do Particularists have a Coherent Notion of a Reason for Action?’
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absolute. He thinks that we have a variety of prima facie duties;
specifically, duties of fidelity, reparation, gratitude, justice, benefi-
cence, and self-improvement and non-maleficence." In almost
every case where we have one of these duties, however, it will con-
flict with at least one other duty. We have, for example, promised
to meet a friend at a certain time and place, but on our way we
come across an accident, and can do more good by helping the
victim, although we will then break our promise. In such a situa-
tion, Ross says, we do not simply calculate what will have the best
consequences—will the victim suffer more if we do not help than
our friend will suffer by being kept waiting? That is the wrong ques-
tion to ask. Instead, we should weigh the stringency of the con-
flicting duties, in order to decide what is our all-things-considered
duty. Perhaps by aiding the accident victim we may save his life.
In that case, the duty of beneficence outweighs the duty of fidel-
ity, which is the basis of our obligation to keep our promise. We
would then do wrong to keep our promise; but this does not mean
that we were not under such an obligation, or that this obligation
is null and void. (To this extent, Ross acknowledges, the use of the
term prima facie is misleading, because it suggests that the duties
are only duties ‘at first glance, and that subsequently, given the cir-
cumstances, they turn out not to have been duties at all. Some con-
temporary philosophers therefore use pro tanto instead of prima
facie.) On Ross’s view, the obligation to keep our promise remains
real and valid even when it is outweighed. We may recognize our
breach of this obligation by apologizing to our friend, and offering
to make it up to her in some way.

A.C. Ewing regarded Ross’s idea of prima facie duties as one of
the most important discoveries in 2o0th-century moral philosophy.
Philip Stratton-Lake, the editor of a recent edition of The Right and
the Good, acknowledges that this assessment may be ‘over the top’
but nevertheless considers Ross’s doctrine ‘an important step in our

' Ross, The Right and the Good, 20-2. In the following pages he suggests that the duties of
justice, beneficence, and self-improvement can all be regarded as aspects of a single duty, to
promote the maximum aggregate good.
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understanding of morality’” There is no doubt that the idea of duties
providing reasons, but not conclusive reasons, for action softens the
rigour of an ethic of exceptionless moral rules or duties, and so makes
it more plausible. It is also true that it does this in a way that does not
collapse into utilitarianism. For suppose that, in the case previously
described, stopping to help the accident victim would not save a life,
but would only reduce, to a modest degree, the suffering of the victim.
Imagine that we are able to weigh this suffering against the unhappi-
ness of our friend that results from breaking the promise. Imagine,
too, that we then add into the calculation any negative effects that will
flow from the breach of promise, not only to our friend, but also to
anyone else who might be affected by any tendency that our breach
has to weaken the valuable practice of promise-keeping. Suppose
that, after doing this calculation, we find that the net benefits of keep-
ing our promise amount to 1,000 happiness units, whereas the net
benefits of breaking our promise add up to 1,001 happiness units.
Then, Ross will say, we ought to keep our promise, because the prima
facie duty to keep a promise carries its own weight, and this will out-
weigh the prima facie duty of beneficence, when the increased hap-
piness brought about by doing what is in accord with the duty of
beneficence is very small.

Ross’s theory is grounded in our intuitive knowledge of right and
wrong. Ross writes:
I should make it plain at this stage that I am assuming the correctness of some of
our main convictions as to prima facie duties, or, more strictly, am claiming that
we know them to be true. To me it seems as self-evident as anything could be,
that to make a promise, for instance, is to create a moral claim on us in someone
else. Many readers will perhaps say that they do not know this to be true. If so,
I certainly cannot prove it to them; I can only ask them to reflect again, in the
hope that they will ultimately agree that they also know it to be true. The main
moral convictions of the plain man seem to me to be, not opinions which it is
for philosophy to prove or disprove, but knowledge from the start; and in my

own case I seem to find little difficulty in distinguishing these essential convic-
tions from other moral convictions which I also have, which are merely fallible

2 See Ewing, Second Thoughts in Moral Philosophy, 126; we owe this reference, and the
quote from Stratton-Lake, to the latter’s introduction to W. D. Ross, The Right and the Good,
Pp- Xxxvii.
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opinions based on an imperfect study of the working for good or evil of certain
institutions or types of action.”

Ross’s theory is thus a version of what Sidgwick called ‘dogmatic intu-
itionism’ or ‘the morality of common sense’. Sidgwick takes a very dif-
ferent view of the moral convictions to which Ross refers. He sees
them as ‘precepts to which custom and general consent have given a
merely illusory air of self-evidence’ and adds:

I know by direct reflection that the propositions, ‘I ought to speak the truth] ‘I
ought to keep my promises—however true they may be—are not self-evident

to me; they present themselves as propositions requiring rational justification of
some kind. (ME 383)

This may seem like a mere clash of intuitions, about which no further
progress can be made. But Sidgwick does not simply rely on ‘direct
reflection’ and he is not, in this passage, stating his full case against the
morality of common sense. He has, in earlier sections of book III of
The Methods, raised many difficulties against common sense moral-
ity. Ross’s introduction of the notion of prima facie duties overcomes
some of the difficulties, but not others. It avoids the implausibility of
Kant’s view that it is wrong to tell a lie even if by doing so one saves the
life of an innocent person, and it does point to a possible manner of
resolving conflicts between duties without resorting to calculations
of consequences.

There are, however, other difficulties on which Ross’s innovation
makes no impression. As we have seen, Sidgwick argues that the
universal support enjoyed by many of the principles that make up
common sense morality lasts only as long as the principles remain
vague. Regarding the principle that we ought to keep our promises,
for example, we can shatter the consensus simply by asking whether
our promise is binding when it is made as a result of false statements;
or, even in the absence of falsehood, if some important circum-
stances were concealed; or if we were led to believe (perhaps with-
out any malicious intentions) that the consequences of keeping the
promise would be very different from what they now turn out to be;
or if we made the promise under some form of coercion; or if the

B Ross, The Right and the Good, 20-1n.1.
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circumstances have changed in an unexpected but materially rele-
vant way; or if we now see that keeping the promise will impose a very
serious loss on ourselves, completely out of proportion to the benefit
it confers on the person to whom we made the promise; or if we learn
that keeping the promise will actually harm the person to whom it
was made, although he is unable to see this. Without deciding about
these cases, we cannot know that our promise will have even prima
facie weight.

Similarly, when it comes to our duty to tell the truth, we can ask
whether it is wrong to lie to a robber about whether we have any
jewellery, or wrong for a lawyer to tell members of a jury facts that,
although true, do not present a complete picture of the actions of his
client and therefore will create in their minds a misleadingly favour-
able belief about those actions. Simply raising these points, Sidgwick
asserts, shows that the confidence with which most people assert that
we ought to tell the truth, or that promises ought to be kept,isdueto a
failure to give adequate thought to the issue.

Decades after Sidgwick made his claim about the inadequate
thought that lies behind the confidence with which most people
assert that promises ought to be kept, it was again proven cor-
rect when, shortly after the publication of Ross’s The Right and
the Good, W. A. Pickard-Cambridge published a critique of Ross’s
position in which he presented a range of examples of promises
that raised problems like those Sidgwick had described. Ross
subsequently responded to these examples, indicating the cases
in which he thought a promise does give rise to a prima facie
obligation to keep it, but his responses merely show how much
room there is for disagreement about which promises generate
even a prima facie obligation."

Even if we were to grant Ross his set of prima facie duties, we would
still need to know how we are to decide what our actual duty is when

" See Pickard-Cambridge, ‘Two Problems about Duty (II), 158-66; and Ross,
Foundations of Ethics, 94-101. We owe these references to Skelton, ‘William David Ross’.
Skelton, who is in general quite sympathetic to Ross, also finds his response on these points
inadequate.
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two or more prima facie duties conflict. Ross acknowledges that ‘Our
judgements about our actual duty in concrete situations have none of
the certainty that attaches to our recognition of the general principles
of duty’™ Those general principles are self-evident, but judgments of
our actual duty in particular circumstances are not. All we can do is
‘reflect to the best of our ability on the prima facie rightness or wrong-
ness of various possible acts in virtue of the characteristics we per-
ceive them to have] and in this way we are more likely to do the right
act than if we act without this kind of reflection.'* Ross does not, how-
ever, offer any real guidance as to how we should go about this kind of
reflection, and at this point, it seems, he falls back into perceptional
intuitionism, or particularism, because the final decision is a judg-
ment made in each particular situation. It is not easy to see what that
judgment can be, other than a distinct intuition about the ‘weight’
of each of the prima facie duties as they apply to the specific situa-
tion. Some of the difficulties of that approach will therefore apply, at
this point, to Ross as well, especially the pressure to systematize the
various individual decisions that we make, and bring them under
some more general rule, such as ‘saving the life of an innocent per-
son always outweighs breaking a promise’ But Ross does not embrace
this kind of move.

In defending this aspect of his theory, Ross advances an ad hom-
inem argument against his main rival, utilitarianism. If we favour
a pluralistic form of utilitarianism that embraces as intrinsically
valuable not just pleasure, but other goods such as knowledge, then
he says that there is no logical basis for deciding that one of these
goods is greater than the other, and ‘we can only fall back on an
opinion. Even if we take a monistic theory such as hedonistic utili-
tarianism, ‘the infinite variety of the effects of our actions in the way
of pleasure’ make it illusory to claim that the theory gives us a read-
ily applicable criterion we can use to decide what is the right thing
todo.”

5 Ross, The Right and the Good, 30. % Ross, The Right and the Good, 32.
7 Ross, The Right and the Good, 23-4.
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Ross is surely right to point out that consequentialist theories
with more than one intrinsic value are in similar difficulty in telling
us how to balance conflicting values as his own theory is in tell-
ing us how to decide when there are conflicting prima facie duties.
A monistic form of utilitarianism, like hedonistic utilitarianism,
is in principle in a better position, because if all the facts were
known, we would know which action would produce the greatest
net increase in pleasure for all affected, and we would know what
we ought to do. In practice, it has to be admitted that we never know
this, and there are many situations in which reasonable hedonis-
tic utilitarians can differ about what we ought to do. Nevertheless,
monistic utilitarianism at least gives us an ‘in principle’ way of
resolving the question, which Ross’s theory lacks. If our ability to
predict the consequences of our actions improves, utilitarianism
will yield more determinate guidance. In contrast, there seems no
way of eliminating the indeterminacy that is at the heart of Ross’s
ethic of prima facie duties.

We have not yet discussed the foundations of Ross’s defence of
common sense morality. As we have seen, his ethic of prima facie
duties is grounded on the ‘main moral convictions of the plain man’
Can we really take the moral convictions of ordinary people as a
source of moral knowledge? We have postponed asking this question
because we are not yet in a position to discuss the same inquiry about
Sidgwick’s own method of arriving at moral knowledge. We there-
fore postpone further discussion of this foundational question until
we discuss, in the next chapter, how Sidgwick justifies his claim that
some normative principles are self-evident.

First, however, we turn to a more recent version of common sense
morality.

ii. Bernard Gert

The American philosopher Bernard Gert, who died in 2011, wrote
more than a century after Sidgwick, but there are strong parallels
between his view and common sense morality as Sidgwick discussed
it. Gert’s philosophy is based on some kind of natural law, rather than
on intuition, but his main focus is on morality understood as a shared
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phenomenon that develops among rational beings. We can start with
his understanding of morality:
Morality is an informal public system applying to all rational persons, governing

behavior that affects others, and includes what are commonly known as the moral
rules, ideals, and virtues and has the lessening of evil or harm as its goal."®

Essential to Gert’s conception of morality is the idea that it is known
to, and could be chosen by, every rational person. No one has any
special knowledge of it, not even—or perhaps especially not—phi-
losophers. Gert believes that for all moral philosophers the starting
point should be common morality, but he does not think of this as the
promptings of the ‘unsophisticated conscience’—on the contrary, he
believes that it is often underestimated by thinkers who fail to appre-
ciate how sophisticated it can be. Philosophers should not put for-
ward their own guides to what we ought to do, because ‘these cannot
differ in any significant way from that offered by the common moral
system. Instead philosophers should ‘explain and justify, if possible,
the common moral system’” If they put forward suggestions for how
we are to live that do not overlap sufficiently with the common moral
system, they will end up with ‘general guides to conduct or philoso-
phies of life’ rather than with moral theories.

Gert thinks that it is possible to show that all rational persons
should support common morality. There are, in his view, both weak
and strong forms of justification. The weak justification shows that
all rational persons could support a public system of common moral-
ity. The strong justification shows that it would be supported by all
rational persons. Common morality can be strongly justified to
people who ‘seek agreement with other rational persons and use no
beliefs not shared by all moral agents’?

Morality, according to Gert, takes the form of rules that every
rational person knows, and can and should follow. He groups the
moral rules into 10 main ones that tell us not to kill, not to cause pain,
not to disable, not to deprive of freedom, not to deprive of pleasure,
not to deceive, to keep one’s promise, not to cheat, to obey the law,

8 Gert, Morality, 14. ¥ Gert, Morality,18. 2 Gert, Morality,19.
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and to do our duty. He believes that, towards all of those rules, all
rational persons would take the following attitude:
Everyone is always to obey the rule, except when a fully informed, rational person

can publicly allow violating it. Anyone who violates the rule when a fully informed,
rational person cannot publicly allow such a violation may be punished.”

Hence in Gert’s understanding of common morality, rules are not
absolute, but when we want to justify breaking a rule, we need to
show that ‘all suitably qualified rational persons can or would pub-
licly allow this kind of violation of a moral rule’** There is, however,
a significant difference between justifying rules and justifying viola-
tions, for Gertbelieves that we can all agree on the moral rules, but we
will not agree on their violations. Gert considers it especially impor-
tant that the procedure of justifying violations of rules must be a part
of a public system, which means that everyone must be able to under-
stand it and it cannot be irrational for people to use it.

In setting out SidgwicK’s critique of common sense morality, we
chose, as an example of the many rules he discussed, the rule ‘Do not
deceive’ and Gert’s approach to this rule is significant in that it shows
yet another way in which this rule can be understood. For Gert deceiv-
ing is an action that leads someone to have false beliefs. Although
lying is limited to intentional actions, he believes that one could
deceive someone unintentionally, and this would also be a violation of
the rule against deceiving, although possibly an excusable one. It isn’t
clear here what Gert may have had in mind, but he could be thinking
of a case in which I foresee that, as an unintended consequence of an
intentional action of mine, someone will be led to have a false belief.”
This could still count as a violation of the rule against deception.

Gert observes that what will count as being deceived may be viewed
differently by different societies. Much depends on what rights peo-
ple have in specific situations. If a patient has a right to know what
his medical tests show, then, Gert says, a doctor who stays silent vio-
lates the rule against deception.” This is a surprising view, especially

A Gert, Morality, 219. 2 Gert, Morality, 221.
2 We thank Walter Sinnott-Armstrong, a former colleague of Gert, for suggesting this
explanation.

% Gert, Morality, 188-9.
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if the doctor does not imply anything about the information, other
than that she is unwilling to release it to the patient. The more funda-
mental question, however, is what attitude a rational person would
have towards the rule against deception. Gert claims that, because
being deceived ‘increases the chances of suffering evils, a rational
person will want not to be deceived.” Gert believes that a rational
person would want everyone else to comply with the rule so she was
not deceived. This is what he calls ‘the egocentric attitude’ because it
focuses on the person’s own gain or loss. But a similar moral attitude
would also be taken by people who ‘seek agreement with other moral
agents, or consider the rule as part of a public system that applies to
all moral agents’?

Though rational persons have this attitude towards the rule, it does
not mean that they would never allow the rule to be violated. Gert
believes that some deception can be strongly justified and that ‘all
rational persons will publicly allow deception when it is done with
the consent of the deceived and for their benefit:”” Deception is also
justified, Gert tells us, when it can prevent ‘death and other serious
harms to innocent parties’. As these examples show, Gert considers
that the costs and benefits of deception are highly relevant to decid-
ing when it is right to deceive. Thus just as, in Sidgwick’s view, the
rule against lying in Victorian England relied on an assessment of
the consequences of lying in various situations, both to delineate the
scope of the rule—what counts as lying or deception—and to provide
the grounds for justifying or excusing violations of the rule, so too
Gert’s rule against deception looks to the consequences of deception
both to define the scope of the rule ‘Do not deceive’ and to justify the
exceptions to it.

iii. Sissela Bok

Further confirmation that Sidgwick’s observations about the rule of
veracity still apply today comes from Sissela Bok’s widely read Lying,
which is in some respects a more detailed 20th-century version of
Sidgwick’s study of the same topic. Bok investigates many different

3 Gert, Morality, 189. % Gert, Morality, 189. 77 Gert, Morality, 189.
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situations in which lying may be justified, including white lies, social
science research that can only be done by deceiving the research sub-
jects, lies to protect the confidentiality of clients, lies told to liars or
to enemies, lies told by politicians for the public good, and lies told
to the sick and dying. Basing her argument on our common moral
intuitions, Bok considers and rejects the view that lying is always
wrong. Instead she points out that many of our common practices,
including social relationships and education, are based on trust. We
believe that other people tell us the truth—about them, about us, and
about the world. Hence it is important for us to try to build and main-
tain a strong ‘foundation of respect for veracity. Bok’s grounds for
this are thoroughly consequentialist. Trust and integrity are, she says,
‘precious resources, easily squandered’ and deceptive practices can
fuel other wrongs. Lies often have harmful consequences, yet there
are occasions when the consequences of a lie are more helpful than
harmful, and the lie can be justified. Bok’s analysis of lying would
have fitted neatly into Sidgwick’s argument that no self-evident prin-
ciple of veracity can explain when we do, and when we do not, think
lying is justified, and instead we need to appeal to some kind of utili-
tarian view to support the judgments we typically make about lying.

5. Conclusion

The rule against lying can be taken as typical of the rules of common
sense morality, all of which need further justification. Common sense
morality is, Sidgwick tells us, ‘unconsciously Utilitarian’ (ME 424).
Because it is only unconsciously so, common sense morality leaves us
feeling a need for some sort of ‘rational synthesis’” or ‘deeper explana-
tion’ of why the conduct we commonly judge to be right really is right.
This demand generates ‘a third species or phase of Intuitionism,
which, while accepting the morality of common sense as in the main
sound, still attempts to find for it a philosophic basis which it does
not itself offer’ (ME 102).

We have looked at some contemporary ethical theories that in
important respects represent Sidgwick’s perceptional intuitionism
and his common sense morality. In discussing his philosophical



INTUITION AND THE MORALITY OF COMMON SENSE 93

intuitionism we will take a different approach. As we have seen, the
term ‘philosophical intuitionism’ does not refer to one particular
normative theory. It is rather a view about how we can obtain knowl-
edge of truths about morality. Sidgwick believes that we can grasp
very general moral axioms that can provide the basis of different
normative theories. For this reason we have divided the discussion
of philosophical intuitionism into two separate chapters, one on the
methodology of justification and the other on the content of the prin-
ciples we are justified in reaching. In the following chapter we will
compare Sidgwick’s philosophical intuitionism with its major rival as
aform of justification in contemporary ethics, the model of reflective
equilibrium. In Chapter 5 we present the axioms that are the substan-
tive conclusions of Sidgwick’s philosophical intuitionism.



4

Justification in Ethics

1. Sidgwick on Justifying Ethical Principles

In book III Sidgwick sets out certain methodological conditions that
any significant self-evident rule should fulfil if it is to achieve ‘the
highest degree of certainty attainable’ and so serve as the premise
of reasoning that ‘is to lead us cogently to trustworthy conclusions.
These conditions are (ME 338-42):

1.
2.

“The terms of the proposition must be clear and precise’

“The self-evidence of the proposition must be ascertained by
careful reflection. The importance of this condition comes from
the fact that we often mistakenly take for self-evident intuitions
either our ‘impressions and impulses;, ‘opinions’ that we have got
used to by hearing them often, or rules that ‘we have a habitual
impulse to obey’. Sidgwick proposes ‘a Cartesian method of test-
ing the ultimate premises of our reasoning, by asking ourselves
if we clearly and distinctly apprehend them to be true’ He does
not, however, claim that this method will guarantee an error-free
outcome.

. “The propositions accepted as self-evident must be mutually

consistent. If there is a conflict between two intuitions that
we take as self-evident, at least one of them must be errone-
ous. Sidgwick says that many writers treat this condition too
lightly, putting it aside as a problem that can be solved later.
He is, however, adamant that ‘such a collision is absolute proof
that at least one of the formulae needs qualification’ Once
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suitably qualified, however, it may no longer present itself as
self-evident at all.

4. To the extent that other equally competent judges deny the truth
of a proposition that I hold, my own confidence in the truth of
that proposition should be reduced, and if T have no more reason
to suspect that the other judges are mistaken than I have to sus-
pect that I am mistaken, this should lead me, at least temporar-
ily, to ‘a state of neutrality’.

For Sidgwick, this condition comes from understanding that truth
is essentially the same for everyone. Hence if any of my judgments
conflict with those of another, at least one of us must be mistaken. It
remains only to find on which side the error lies.

Sidgwick concludes that none of the rules of common sense moral-
ity he considered in book III meet these four conditions. When we
consider these rules in general terms, he suggests, they seem obvious
to everyone, but they lack clarity and precision. As soon as we try to
define them more precisely, they cease to be obvious. In other situ-
ations, the rules of common sense may leave us with equally plausi-
ble alternatives, and no way of choosing between them. In some cases
there is no definite rule that seems able to cover the moral notion that
common sense morality accepts, and in yet other cases there are dis-
parate moral elements that cannot be brought under any single rule,
except something very broad like the principle of utility. Thus the rule
that we should tell the truth fails the first condition—it is not clear
enough what ‘telling the truth’ involves. When we try to make it more
precise, for instance as to whether it applies to each of the variety of
cases that Sidgwick discussed, any answer we give will lead to a rule
that fails the fourth condition—competent judges will disagree as to
whether the more precise rule is right.

Sidgwick does not take his critique of common sense rules as show-
ing that they are unsuitable ‘to give practical guidance to common
people in common circumstances. The general rule applying to the
central cases can still have force, even if the rule is not an absolute
and independent principle, and even if for each rule there is ‘a mar-
gin of conduct involved in obscurity and perplexity’. Sidgwick sees
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his review of the morality of common sense not as wholly destruc-
tive of that morality, but as showing that it cannot be elevated into
a system of intuitionist ethics (ME 360-1). The next stage of his
search for a sound method of ethics must therefore be to seek clear
and self-evident moral principles that meet his four requirements for
leading us cogently to trustworthy moral conclusions. We will pursue
that topic in the next chapter.

2. Reflective Equilibrium

i. Rawls on Justification in Ethics

Philosophers who ask how we can justify our beliefs can be divided into
two rival camps according to how they answer. On one model, knowl-
edge must start from some foundation that we cannot doubt. Descartes
is the standard example of a foundationalist. Do I know that I am sit-
ting here at a desk, typing? I could be dreaming, or an evil demon could
be deceiving me, planting illusions in my brain, if I even have a brain.
But I am thinking, so some thinking substance must exist and I am that
substance. This ‘I think therefore I an’ is, for Descartes, the foundation
on which he seeks to build all knowledge. Other philosophers, how-
ever, do not think that we can test any single belief in isolation. Suppose
that we try to test a scientific theory in an experiment, and the data we
get are not what the theory predicted. Have we refuted the theory? Not
necessarily. If the theory itself fits with other well-established theories,
we may reject the validity of the data rather than reject the theory. We
may, for instance, take the view that our instruments must have mal-
functioned, or that we have overlooked some confounding features
of the situation that could explain the aberrant data. In general, these
philosophers argue, what we take to be knowledge in a particular case
will be what coheres best with our overall set of beliefs, and the most
coherent possible set of beliefs will be what we regard as knowledge as a
whole. Hence this view is known as coherentism.

In ethics a form of coherentism called reflective equilibrium
became popular after John Rawls used it in his highly influential
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book, A Theory of Justice. In that book Rawls proposes that we start by
regarding a moral theory as ‘the attempt to describe our moral capac-
ity’! This description is not just a list of the moral judgments we make,
but rather an attempt to formulate a set of principles that, together
with our factual beliefs, would lead us to make these judgments. For
example, in the specific case of justice, Rawls writes, ‘A conception of
justice characterizes our moral sensibility when the everyday judg-
ments we do make are in accordance with its principles. He com-
pares the moral philosopher’s task with Noam Chomsky’s attempt to
formulate the principles underlying the judgments we make about
which sentences in our native language are grammatical and which
are not.

To this, so far entirely descriptive, account of the task of moral
philosophy, Rawls then introduces an important further idea: that
of ‘considered judgments. These are the judgments ‘in which our
moral capacities are most likely to be displayed without distortion’
and, therefore, the judgments about which we are most confident,
and which we make without being unduly swayed by our own interests.
They are, in other words, the judgments we make under conditions that
are favourable for judging well. Rawls then sets out his classic statement
of the method of reflective equilibrium:

When a person is presented with an intuitively appealing account of his sense of jus-
tice (one, say, which embodies various reasonable and natural presumptions), he may
well revise his judgments to conform to its principles even though the theory does
not fit his existing judgments exactly. He is especially likely to do this if he can find an
explanation for the deviations which undermines his confidence in his original judg-
ments and if the conception presented yields a judgment which he finds he can now
accept. From the standpoint of moral theory, the best account of a person’s sense of
justice is not the one which fits his judgments prior to his examining any conception
of justice, but rather the one which matches his judgments in reflective equilibrium.
As we have seen, this state is one reached after a person has weighed various proposed

conceptions and he has either revised his judgments to accord with one of them or
held fast to his initial convictions (and the corresponding conception).

Rawls sees our considered judgments as facts, and a moral the-
ory as analogous to a scientific theory. A scientific theory seeks to

! Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 41. 2 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 42-3.
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match observational data—and if some data do not fit an otherwise
attractive theory, we may question the reliability of the data. ‘I wish
to stress. .., Rawls writes, ‘that a theory of justice is precisely that,
namely, a theory’ and he adds: “There is a definite if limited class of
facts against which conjectured principles can be checked, namely,
our considered moral judgments in reflective equilibrium.?

Reflective equilibrium has become the dominant procedure for
justifying a normative theory. Brad Hooker observes that ‘most phi-
losophers currently accept this theory’ and T. M. Scanlon has gone
so far as to say that reflective equilibrium is not only ‘the best way of
making up one’s mind about moral matters’ but ‘the only defensible
method: apparent alternatives to it are illusory’*

Rawls did not claim to have invented the method of reflective
equilibrium. On the contrary, he thought it had been used by many
great philosophers of the past, including Aristotle and ‘most classical
British writers through Sidgwick’® The suggestion that Sidgwick had
used the method of reflective equilibrium did not meet with general
approval from admirers of Sidgwick, and a lively discussion sprang
up on whether Sidgwick was a foundationalist or a coherentist.® The
interpretive issue is interesting, but the difference of opinion on this
issue is revealing, not only about Sidgwick, but also about these two
methods of justification. If philosophers can place Sidgwick in what
seem to be two radically different camps on the issue of justification,
isn’t it possible that those two methods of justification are less dis-
tinct than has generally been assumed? Our main aim in this section
will be to show that, though initially the two methods seem sharply
distinct, some current readings of reflective equilibrium and foun-
dationalism in ethics, as of coherentism and foundationalism in phi-
losophy more generally, have led to a narrowing of the gap between
the two approaches.

Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 44.

Scanlon, ‘Rawls on Justification’

Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 45.

For discussion, see Singer, ‘Sidgwick and Reflective Equilibrium’; Sverdlik, ‘Sidgwick’s
Methodology’; Brink, ‘Objectivity and Dialectical Methods in Ethics’; Skelton, ‘Henry
Sidgwick’s Moral Epistemology’; Crisp, ‘Sidgwick and the Boundaries of Intuitionism’;
Phillips, Sidgwickian Ethics, ch. 3.
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ii. Wide Reflective Equilibrium

The method of reflective equilibrium has developed since A Theory
of Justice, most notably in the distinction now drawn between nar-
row and wide reflective equilibrium. Although this distinction can
be traced to A Theory of Justice, Rawls first named these two ways
of understanding reflective equilibrium in his 1974 article on “The
Independence of Moral Theory” and he describes the distinction
most clearly in his late work, Justice as Fairness: A Restatement. With
the idea of a conception of justice in mind, he explains that we adopt
anarrow reflective equilibrium if we choose the conception of justice
that leads to ‘the fewest revisions’ in our initial judgments and ‘proves
to be acceptable when the conception is presented and explained.
We then accept other judgments that match this conception. If,
however, we carefully consider other conceptions of justice and the
arguments that stand behind those conceptions, weighing the force
of the various reasons for and against these conceptions, we adopt
wide reflective equilibrium. Rawls acknowledges that ‘wide and not
narrow reflective equilibrium is plainly the important concept’® We
agree and will take wide reflective equilibrium as the only form worth
discussing.

The idea of wide reflective equilibrium has been developed most
fully by Norman Daniels. As he puts it, seeking wide reflective equi-
librium amounts to ‘the process of bringing to bear the broadest
evidence and critical scrutiny we can, drawing on all the different
moral and nonmoral beliefs and theories that arguably are relevant
to our selection of principles or adherences to our moral judgments’’
Daniels describes the procedure as follows:

We collect the person’s initial moral judgments, which may be particular or gen-
eral, and filter them to include only those of which he is relatively confident and
which have been made under conditions generally conducive to avoiding errors
of judgment. We propose alternative sets of moral principles which have vary-

ing degrees of ‘fit’ with the moral judgments. Rather than settling immediately
for the ‘best fit’ of principles with judgments, which would give us only a narrow

7 Rawls, “The Independence of Moral Theory’
8 Rawls, Justice as Fairness: A Restatement, 31.
° Daniels, Justice and Justification, 1-2.
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equilibrium, we advance philosophical arguments that reveal the strengths and
weakness of the competing sets of principles... Assume that some particular set
of arguments wins and the moral agent is thus persuaded that one set of principles
is more acceptable than the others... The agent may work back and forth, revising
his initial considered judgments, moral principles, and background theories, to
arrive at the equilibrium point..."

ifi. Criticisms of Reflective Equilibrium

From the moment it was introduced, the idea of reflective equilib-
rium faced criticism. R. M. Hare started the discussion in his review
of A Theory of Justice when he argued that Rawls’s use of the method
of reflective equilibrium means that his theory is a form of intuition-
ism that relies on common agreement about what is right and wrong.
Rawls, he said, disguises this fact by calling intuitions ‘considered
moral judgments’. Hare argued that agreement is not proof of any-
thing, and what we believe to be right may be a result of self-interest,
cultural upbringing, or other biases. Hare summed up his view of
reflective equilibrium by recalling the words of Plato: ‘If a man starts
from something he knows not, and the end and middle of his argu-
ment are tangled together out of what he knows not, how can such a
mere consensus ever turn into knowledge?" R. B. Brandt took up the
same general line of criticism, asserting that “The fact that a person
has a firm normative conviction gives that belief a status no better
than fiction. Is one coherent set of fictions supposed to be better than
another?™

Daniels believes that behind such objections there are really two
distinct claims: first that reflective equilibrium merely system-
atizes a set of moral judgments that has in some way been previ-
ously determined, and second that an ethical theory should rest on
a firmer foundation than considered moral judgments.” In response
to the first charge, Daniels emphasizes the way in which, in seeking
wide reflective equilibrium, all of our judgments can be revised, and

1 Daniels, Justice and Justification, 82.

' Plato, The Republic, 533¢, quoted by R. M. Hare in ‘Rawls’ Theory of Justice—I’,146-7.
2 Brandt, A Theory of the Good and the Right, 20.

B Daniels, Justice and Justification, 27.
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no type of judgment is immune to revision." This is clearly differ-
ent from Rawls’s original conception of a ‘definite if limited class of
facts against which our conjectured principles can be checked’” In
response to the second claim, that considered judgments are insuf-
ficiently credible to serve as the foundation for a normative theory,
Daniels makes an even more significant revision, allowing a crucial
role for a sound moral theory. To say that there is no credibility in
moral judgments in wide reflective equilibrium is, Daniels says, ‘at
best premature;, adding that it is plausible to think that only when
we have developed an acceptable moral theory and therefore have
‘an answer to our puzzlement about the kind of fact (if any) a moral
fact is’ that we will be able to distinguish ‘initially credible’ and
‘merely initially believed’ moral judgments, and explain the differ-
ence between them. We might then also have a better understanding
of why people agree on some moral views and disagree on others.
It might turn out that some of the agreement is a matter of shared
culture or ideology, but it might also be the case that the agree-
ment results from the truth of some shared background theories, on
which the moral judgments are based. Daniels acknowledges that
we do not yet have an account of what makes moral judgments cred-
ible, but adds that ‘we also have no reason to think it impossible or
improbable that we can develop such an account once we know more
about moral theory’" This is consistent with Rawls’s acceptance, in
‘The Independence of Moral Theory, of the possibility that, in the
procedure of reflective equilibrium, ‘one [moral] conception may
unanimously win out over all the rest and even suffice to limit quite
narrowly our concrete moral judgments’. He adds that ‘it is natural
to suppose that a necessary condition for objective moral truths is
that there be a sufficient agreement between the moral conceptions
in wide reflective equilibrium, a state reached when people’s moral
convictions satisfy certain conditions of rationality’—although he
then declines to consider whether this supposition is correct.”

" Daniels, Justice and Justification, 28.

5 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 44.

1 Daniels, Justice and Justification, 33.

7" Rawls, “The Independence of Moral Theory), 9.
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iv. Can Wide Reflective Equilibrium Lead us to Moral Truth?

If we contrast a foundationalist theory of ethics, which we can think
of as building a theory on a solid bedrock, with a coherentist theory
like reflective equilibrium, then it is plausible to think that the foun-
dationalist project will—if it can succeed—deliver objectively true
ethical judgments, while the coherentist theory will produce only
inter-subjective agreement between those who have an overlapping
moral consensus, and thus share enough considered moral judg-
ments to reach the same reflective equilibrium.

It is instructive here to compare the different ways in which Ross
and Rawls based their different normative theories on moral convic-
tions. Ross, as we saw in the previous chapter, takes the ‘main moral
convictions of the plain man’ as the foundation of his theory. Like
Rawls, he draws an analogy with scientific method, and sees that
not all moral convictions are equally valid: ‘the moral convictions
of thoughtful and well-educated people are the data of ethics just
as sense-perceptions are the data of a natural science. He even pro-
poses something that looks very much like trying to find an equilib-
rium: “The verdicts of the moral consciousness of the best people are
the foundation on which [the moral theorist] must build; though he
must first compare them with one another and eliminate any contra-
dictions they may contain’

Despite these parallels, there is a crucial difference between Ross
and Rawls. For Ross, our main moral convictions, presumably
cleansed of contradictions, are ‘knowledge from the start. The moral
order expressed in our convictions about our prima facie duties is
‘just as much part of the fundamental nature of the universe (and, we
may add, of any possible universe in which there were moral agents at
all) as is the spatial or numerical structure expressed in the axioms of
geometry or arithmetic’®® In contrast, Rawls describes his own view
as a form of ‘constructivism, indicating that he takes the best moral
view to be something we construct, not a truth we discover that is
part of any possible universe with moral agents.

8 Ross, The Right and the Good, 29-30.
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What then would Rawls say if he were to encounter people from
a different culture with a very different set of moral convictions?
Presumably the theory that they would construct from their consid-
ered moral judgments would be very different from that which he
would construct from the considered moral judgments of his own
culture. If there is no truth to be found beyond the achievement of
reflective equilibrium, this leads to moral relativism. Rawls acknowl-
edges thisin his 1980 essay ‘Kantian Constructivism in Moral Theory,
when he directly contrasts his approach with that of Sidgwick:
We have arrived at the idea that objectivity is not given by ‘the point of view of the
universe’ to use Sidgwick’s phrase. Objectivity is to be understood by reference to

a suitably constructed social point of view, an example of which is the framework
provided by the procedure of the original position.”

Here he seems to have rejected the possibility that he had envisaged
6 years earlier, in “The Independence of Moral Theory, of unanimous
agreement based on conditions of rationality—which would provide
a kind of objectivity that might well be described, with a little extra
colour, as taking the ‘point of view of the universe’ Another 5 years
on, in ‘Justice as Fairness: Political, Not Metaphysical, Rawls writes
that his theory of justice ‘presents itself not as a conception of justice
that is true, but one that can serve as a basis of informed and will-
ing political agreement between citizens viewed as free and equal
persons. He sees this as a way of ‘avoiding philosophy’s longstanding
problems; such as ‘the problem of truth and the controversy between
realism and subjectivism about the status of moral and political val-
ues’? But to say that objectivity is to be understood by reference to
something that is socially constructed is not to avoid the controversy
between realism and subjectivism in ethics: it is to take one side in
this controversy.

Daniels accepts that there is evidence in Rawls’s writing that he took
an ‘eliminative’ view of moral truth,” but Daniels’s own view is that
the issue of whether reflective equilibrium is compatible with the idea

¥ Rawls, ‘Kantian Constructivism in Moral Theory’, 570.
2 Rawls, ‘Justice as Fairness: Political, Not Metaphysical, 230.
A Daniels, Justice and Justification, 45 n. 30.
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of objective truth in ethics is more complicated. We need, he says, to
distinguish two definitions of ‘objective’ We may say that something
is objective if there is sufficient intersubjective agreement about it, or
we may say that something is objective if it expresses ‘truths relevant
to the area of inquiry’*

That reflective equilibrium can lead to intersubjective agreement is
obvious, but that isn’t what most people mean by objectivity or truth.
As Daniels aptly puts it: “The fear here is that intersubjective agree-
ment will be taken as constitutive of moral truth or as eliminative of
any fullblown (realist) notion of objective moral truth” He then goes
on to suggest that, although the fact that we reach agreement in wide
reflective equilibrium is neither a necessary nor a sufficient condi-
tion for claiming that we have reached objective moral truth, ‘such
convergence may constitute evidence we have found some’” Whether
it does will depend on whether the convergence can be explained by
showing that the agreement is the result of some similar set of biases,
perhaps resulting from a similar culture. Conversely, even if there is
no convergence, if we can explain the failure of convergence by point-
ing to ‘a provincial feature of human psychology or biology’, then we
might construct a ‘modified and idealized “agreement” on princi-
ples’ and that idealization might ‘be a good candidate for containing
objective moral truths, even though it is not accepted in any actual
wide equilibriun’?*

This passage, with its acceptance of the idea that there could be
objective moral truths that are not accepted in wide equilibrium,
indicates that Daniels’s version is significantly different from Rawls’s
version, and closer to the position taken by Sidgwick, Ross, and all
those who want to talk about the possibility of ethical principles that
are objectively true, whether the majority accept them or not. Before
we investigate how far Daniels’s conception of wide reflective equilib-
rium is from Sidgwick’s foundationalist approach, however, we need
to pause to consider a more radical defence of reflective equilibrium
that may be closer to Rawls’s original idea.

2 Daniels, Justice and Justification, 33.
2 Daniels, Justice and Justification, 35.
2 Daniels, Justice and Justification, 36, italics in the original.
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v. Mikhail and the Linguistic Analogy

As we have seen, in A Theory of Justice Rawls compared the task of a
moral philosopher seeking to defend a moral theory with the linguist’s
task in proposing a theory of grammar that explains which sentences
we find grammatical. This analogy is clearly tenuous, and potentially
very misleading. Native speakers of a language have a very high degree
of agreement as to what constitutes a grammatical sentence in that lan-
guage, whereas it is easy to think of moral issues on which there is very
widespread disagreement. More importantly, the standard of grammar
in alanguage is just what native speakers of that language judge to be a
correctly formed sentence. Native speakers of Polish construct Polish
sentences without using the definite article where English native speak-
ers constructing a similar English sentence would use the definite arti-
cle, but no one would suggest that this means that either the Polish or
English speakers are mistaken; whereas if one culture practises slavery
and another does not, we may very well suggest that the one that prac-
tises slavery is doing something morally wrong. In ethics, we believe
there is a standard beyond what most people judge to be right. In gram-
mar, there is no such standard.

John Mikhail takes the linguistic analogy very seriously, and he
believes that Rawls did too. In Elements of Moral Cognition Mikhail
writes: ‘Rawls’ early writings contain the germs of a scientific theory of
moral cognition that far surpasses the work of psychologists like Jean
Piaget and Lawrence Kohlberg in terms of depth, coherence, and ana-
lytical rigor’® If this is true, then Rawls was engaged in a very differ-
ent enterprise from that which occupied Sidgwick, who at the outset
of The Methods made it clear that ‘an attempt to ascertain the general
laws or uniformities by which the varieties of human conduct, and of
men’s sentiments and judgments respecting conduct, may be explained,
is essentially different from an attempt to determine which among
these varieties of conduct is right and which of these divergent judg-
ments valid’ and indicated that it was the latter attempt on which he was
engaged (ME 2).

% Mikhail, Elements of Moral Cognition, 10-11.
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In responding to criticism, from Hare and from one of us, of the
attempt to draw normative conclusions from data about the judg-
ments most people make,” Mikhail maintains that ‘the problem of
empirical adequacy’ has been central in the history of moral phi-
losophy. He refers to Rawls’s claim that ‘most classical British writ-
ers through Sidgwick’ used reflective equilibrium and adds that
‘it becomes clear that these writers placed this problem at the very
center of their inquiries’” This may be true of most British philoso-
phers before Sidgwick—Mikhail cites, in particular, Hume, Price, and
Smith—but as we have seen, it is emphatically not true of Sidgwick,
and we would also question whether it is true of Price. If the histori-
cal claim about earlier writers is accurate, however, all this does is
highlight Sidgwick’s historic significance in turning moral philoso-
phy decisively and permanently from empirical to normative ques-
tions. Similarly, if Mikhail is correct in his interpretation of Rawls
and how we should understand reflective equilibrium, then Sidgwick
would have firmly rejected reflective equilibrium, on grounds similar
to those on which he rejected Mill’s attempt to use inductive methods
to establish hedonism. We cannot establish what we ought to do by
establishing what we desire to do, or even what most people think it
right to do.

Mikhail’s reply is to question the idea of a standard of what is right
that is external to our existing moral sense. The idea of such an objec-
tive standard is, he says, ‘complex, controversial, and possibly unintel-
ligible’ and ‘may be an inappropriate and unattainable ideal for moral
philosophy’ He thinks that Rawls was right not to let questions of this
kind ‘stand in the way of the problems of descriptive and normative
adequacy as he has framed them, which are perfectly intelligible and
which present both difficult challenges and fruitful opportunities in
their own right’® We grant that it may be possible and worthwhile
to develop adequate descriptive theories of our moral sense without
resolving the complexities and controversies raised by the idea of an

% Hare, ‘Rawls’ Theory of Justice—I’; Singer, ‘Sidgwick and Reflective Equilibriun’
7 Mikhail, Elements of Moral Cognition, 312.
% Mikhail, Elements of Moral Cognition, 223, 226.
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objective standard, but we agree with Sidgwick that we cannot reach
anormatively adequate theory in that way.

Mikhail concludes his discussion of the objection that Rawls’s con-
ception of moral theory, as he presents it, is insufficiently norma-
tive by saying that Rawls’s critics ‘have not identified and defended
a more cogent metaethical alternative...It takes a theory to beat a
theory.” Sidgwick did identify a meta-ethical alternative, and this
book defends it.** In any case, one cannot just say that the problem is
complex and difficult, and then go on to claim normative adequacy
for an entirely different conception against which Sidgwick, Moore,
Parfit, and many others have already pressed powerful arguments.
These arguments need to be met, and in our view, they cannot be. Our
argument in Chapter 7 will indicate a further ground for resisting the
approach Mikhail defends, for there we shall argue that, even with
moral judgments that do not vary with differences of culture, and are
virtually universally accepted, the explanation for this near-universal
acceptance, far from leading us to accept the judgments as valid,
should lead us to reject them.

3. Foundationalism

The plausibility of foundationalism with regard to knowledge arises
from the difficulty of finding any other way of avoiding an infi-
nite regress that would lead to scepticism. Suppose that I believe
that Napoleon invaded Russia because I read it in a biography of
Napoleon, and I believe that the biography is reliable because the
author is a history professor at a renowned university, and I believe
that the author is a history professor at a renowned university because
I heard him lecture there recently ... eventually, if I am to really know
anything at all, this chain of reasoning must come to a stop. It can’t be
infinite, because beings with finite lives cannot follow infinite chains
of reasoning. Nor can it be circular, because circular reasoning does
not justify a belief—it could all be false. To avoid circularity, the chain

» Mikhail, Elements of Moral Cognition, 227.
% For a fuller defence, see Parfit, On What Matters, and Parfit’s contribution to Singer,
Does Anything Really Matter?
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of justification must start from a belief that I am justified in hold-
ing directly, on the basis of experience or reason, without inferring it
from any other beliefs. Foundationalists hold that all justification has
this structure of having one or more basic beliefs that are the founda-
tion of everything that we know.

The chief objection to foundationalism concerns the basic beliefs.
How can we know that they are true? We can say that they are
self-evident, but if someone else does not regard them as self-evident,
it seems that we have nothing more to say, except to reassert the truth
of the beliefs—and this strikes opponents of foundationalism as
unacceptably dogmatic.

In contrast to the foundationalist view that all our knowledge of
the world ultimately rests on a small number of basic beliefs, coher-
entism holds that it is our entire set of beliefs that constitutes what
we know about the world, and what counts as knowledge depends
on what fits best with all of our beliefs. Can this view escape relativ-
ism or scepticism? Couldn’t different people, or people from different
cultures, or perhaps rational aliens from another planet have sets of
beliefs that are different from ours, but just as coherent? If so, could
these conflicting beliefs all be knowledge? Doesn’t this really mean
that none of them is knowledge? And if that is so, then even in the
absence of anyone with a divergent but equally coherent set of beliefs,
coherence alone does not justify our attributions of knowledge.

We do not need to resolve this problem in epistemology here, but
we do want to note—because it will prove useful when we turn to
the parallel problem in ethics—a recent restatement of foundational -
ism that addresses the problem of dogmatism. Susan Haack defends
a middle position between foundationalism and coherentism, coin-
ing the awkward term ‘foundherentism’ for her combination of the
empirical foundations of our knowledge and the mutual dependence
of our beliefs.” Robert Audi draws a useful distinction between strong
and modest foundationalism. Strong foundationalism is exempli-
fied by Descartes’s search for a foundation that is beyond doubt.
Modest foundationalism accepts the possibility of error regarding

31 Haack, Evidence and Inquiry.
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foundational beliefs. The justification of such beliefs is ‘at least typi-
cally defeasible’ In addition, beliefs that are not foundational need
not derive all of their justification from foundational beliefs, ‘but only
enough so that they would remain justified if any other justification
that they have (say, from coherence) were eliminated’** Modest foun-
dationalism allows a role for coherence, or at least for incoherence,
as incoherence with other beliefs may defeat even the justification
for a foundational belief—Audi’s example is that my justification for
believing that I may be hallucinating prevents me from remaining
justified in believing that there are books in front of me. Justification
does not owe its existence to coherence, but it can be undermined by
incoherence. Modest foundationalists can also accept that coherence
can enhance justification. The more mutually coherent independent
factors we believe to support the truth of a proposition, the stronger
our justification for believing it, other things being equal. The dif-
ference between modest foundationalism and coherentism is that,
for modest foundationalists, coherence between beliefs is a neces-
sary consequence of their truth, whereas for coherentists either it is
constitutive of the truth, or it is seen as constitutive of justification,
and truth is seen as something unknowable, because we can never get
beyond beliefs that are justified in terms of their coherence with each
other. As Audi writes: ‘what modest foundationalism denies regard-
ing coherence is only that it is a basic source of justification’®

i. Foundationalism in Ethics

Roger Ebertz has drawn on Audi’s work to distinguish ‘classical ethi-
cal foundationalism’ from ‘modest ethical foundationalism’. Whereas
the classical ethical foundationalist holds that some ethical beliefs
are ‘directly justified and unrevisable because they are self -evidently
true) and the rest of one’s ethical beliefs are justified because they are
based on these directly justified self-evident beliefs, the modest ethi-
cal foundationalist is committed only to holding that some ethical
beliefs have a ‘prima facie direct justification’ and all other ethical

%2 Audi, ‘Foundationalism, Coherentism and Epistemological Dogmatism), 417-18.
% Audi, ‘Foundationalism, Coherentism and Epistemological Dogmatism), 418-19, 425,

429-30.
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beliefs are justified in a way that depends on their relationship to
these directly justified beliefs.*

With this distinction in mind, let us take an example of ethical
foundationalism. My aunt knitted a cardigan and sent it to me for
my birthday. My mother, who knows that the cardigan isn’t in a style
I wear, tells me that I should tell my aunt that I like it. I ask my mother
why she thinks it is right to lie, and she says it is right when it is the
only way of avoiding making someone unhappy. I ask why we should
avoid making people unhappy, and she says that one should not make
people unhappy if no one will be better off as a result. When I ask her
why not, she says: T do not know. I cannot find a reason for that, but
I just know that it is wrong to make people unhappy when no one
will be better off if you do. If my mother holds that this judgment
is unrevisable, she is a classical ethical foundationalist. If, however,
she regards it as something she knows directly, but could, conceiv-
ably, abandon—perhaps because she recognizes that her judgments
are fallible, and it could became clear that this judgment is incoherent
with other beliefs that she also believes she knows directly—she is a
modest ethical foundationalist.

SidgwicK’s position is not too far from that of the mother in this
exchange. In his autobiographical sketch, he wrote that ‘the supreme
rule of aiming at the general happiness, as I had come to see, must
rest on a fundamental intuition, if I was to recognise it as binding at
all’ (ME p. xxi). This remark suggests that Sidgwick is a foundational -
ist rather than a practitioner of the method of reflective equilibrium.
The ‘fundamental intuition’ that Sidgwick is referring to here is the
intuition that a proposition is self-evident, but we will postpone to
the next chapter a discussion of the details of the ethical propositions
Sidgwick considered self-evident. Here we will instead pose the obvi-
ous objection that can be made to any foundationalist: how do you
know that what you take to be self-evident really is self-evident? What
if you and I do not find the same claims self-evident? In the face of
disagreement, when you admit that you cannot infer your belief from
anything else, isn't it simply dogmatic to assert that you are right?

3 Ebertz, ‘Is Reflective Equilibrium a Coherentist Model?’, 200-1.
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Dogmatism is often associated with having a closed mind, and with
asserting one’s claims with greater confidence than is warranted. We
do not think that anyone familiar with Sidgwick’s approach could
consider him closed-minded, nor as a writer with excessive confi-
dence in his conclusions. Consider, for instance, this passage:

I wish therefore to say expressly, that by calling any affirmation as to the rightness
or wrongness of actions ‘intuitive; I do not mean to prejudge the question as to
its ultimate validity, when philosophically considered: I only mean that its truth
is apparently known immediately, and not as the result of reasoning. I admit the
possibility that any such ‘intuition’ may turn out to have an element of error, which
subsequent reflection and comparison may enable us to correct; just as many
apparent perceptions through the organ of vision are found to be partially illusory

and misleading: indeed the sequel will show that I hold this to be to an important
extent the case with moral intuitions commonly so called. (ME 211)

This sounds like a modest ethical foundationalist, rather than a clas-
sical one, in Ebertz’s terminology. Sidgwick does not assume that
the intuitions he takes to be self-evident must be so; on the contrary;,
he is open to objections, and unusual in his willingness to see dif-
ficulties with his own position. At the conclusion of The Methods he
even acknowledges that he has found ‘an ultimate and fundamental
contradiction in our apparent intuitions of what is Reasonable in
conduct’—that is, in the very intuitions that he has been defending—
and that from this contradiction it seems to follow that the reason-
ing that has led him to these judgments is ‘illusory’ (ME 508). This is
consistent with him being a modest foundationalist whose conclu-
sions can be put in doubt by incoherence between them and another
belief. We can conclude that dogmatism is not a necessary element of
foundationalism.*

Nevertheless, we appear to have a direct conflict between Sidgwick,
who is a foundationalist, and Scanlon, who writes that there is no
alternative to the method of reflective equilibrium. Sidgwick even
argues, against Mill’s attempt to base hedonism on induction from
what people want, that if it is claimed that we ought to see happiness
as the only reasonable ultimate end of human action, this proposition

% Audi concludes that modest fundamentalists are not necessarily dogmatic. See
‘Foundationalism, Coherentism and Epistemological Dogmatism), 432-9.
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‘must either be immediately known to be true,—and therefore, we
may say, a moral intuition—or be inferred ultimately from premises
which include at least one such moral intuition’ (ME 98). So, on the
one hand we have the idea that there is no alternative to using reflec-
tive equilibrium, and on the other the idea that there is no alternative
to founding ultimate moral principles on intuitions. Can these two
views be reconciled?

Sidgwick would have regarded the original concept of reflective
equilibrium outlined in A Theory of Justice as resting on an illegiti-
mate inference from a description of people’s moral judgments to a
conclusion of a quite different type, about what we ought to do. Can
the move to wide reflective equilibrium overcome this flaw? In some
formulations—those that allow philosophical arguments in sup-
port of particular normative moral theories—it may. The question is,
however, whether wide reflective equilibrium does not then become
so wide that there is no longer a contrast between it and any other
way of justifying normative theories, including foundationalism.

We have already seen that Daniels accepts that wide reflective
equilibrium allows us to ‘advance philosophical arguments that
reveal the strengths and weakness of the competing sets of princi-
ples. He is also willing to accept the possibility of objective moral
truth, meaning by that a truth that is not constituted merely by the
convergence of views in reflective equilibrium. Suppose, then, that
after investigating many different moral theories, it turns out that the
only acceptable one is that moral facts are objective truths discov-
erable by reason. Suppose, too, that it turns out that philosophical
arguments show us which moral facts are objectively true and that
all true ethical judgments can be derived from a very small number
of objective moral truths discoverable by reason—perhaps even just
one. (Daniels could exclude this possibility by limiting the scope of
the philosophical arguments he will allow to be advanced, so that
they refer only to normative theories, and not to the basis on which
we may claim to know that such theories are justified. But this would
beg the question against objectivism, and would be unacceptably ad
hoc.) As this example shows, whether wide reflective equilibrium and
foundationalism can be distinguished depends on the substance of
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the ‘acceptable moral theory’ and on what the philosophical argu-
ments allow us to conclude. Without knowing which moral theory is
acceptable and whether there are philosophical arguments that reveal
which moral judgments are objectively true, we cannot exclude the
possibility that, once we have found the soundest moral theory and
the best philosophical arguments, we will be able to demonstrate that
none, or virtually none, of our existing moral judgments are credible;
and the strength of the reasoning in support of this theory may be
such that we can confidently reject all, or virtually all, of our current
moral judgments, and replace them with the judgments that follow
from the moral theory. (If you have trouble imagining an acceptable
moral theory that is so sweeping in its rejection of widely held moral
judgments, we ask you to suspend judgment until you have read the
next three chapters.) In that case, the distinction between wide reflec-
tive equilibrium and foundationalism has narrowed to a vanishing
point. It would then be true, but trivial, that when we do normative
ethics, there is no alternative to the method of reflective equilibrium.
There would be no alternative because wide reflective equilibrium is
so wide that it includes all possible methods, including foundational-
ism. (Moral particularism, discussed in the previous chapter, might
seem to be an exception, since it appears to eschew theory, and even
coherence, altogether.* But in so far as advocates of particularism
offer reasons for their approach—for example, that our immediate
intuitions are more reliable than ethical judgments derived in any
other manner—then it too is a position that we might reach by means
of wide reflective equilibrium.)

We are not the first to deny that there is a clear distinction between
reflective equilibrium and foundationalism. Ebertz argues that unless
one assigns some credibility to the initial moral judgments then it is
far too easy for anyone using reflective equilibrium to obtain coher-
ence in his or her moral beliefs. All we have to do is select any moral
theory that fits our background theories, derive a set of moral judg-
ments from it, and substitute them for whatever moral judgments
we held previously. Once we do assign some credibility to initial

% Tersman, ‘The Reliability of Moral Intuitions) 400.
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moral judgments, however, they function as foundational beliefs,
and reflective equilibrium becomes a form of modest ethical founda-
tionalism.” No wonder that Sidgwick cannot easily be placed in one
camp or the other.

Folke Tersman has attempted to defend the distinctiveness of
reflective equilibrium. He responds to Ebertz’s argument by doubt-
ing that ‘it is psychologically possible to just forget about one’s ini-
tial considered judgements and replace them with the implications
of the theory one explores.*® Whether that is so will no doubt vary
from individual to individual, but is not relevant to the question we
are trying to answer, which is about what we ought to do, not what we
can do without psychological difficulty. An atheist who was raised
as an orthodox Jew may find it psychologically impossible to enjoy
pork, even though he now sees no sound reason for observing Jewish
dietary laws, but that has nothing to do with whether he would be
justified in eating it.

Tersman makes a further objection to Ebertz: replacing the initial
judgments has to be justified, he writes, by ‘the theories of reliability
that account for the credibility of considered judgements in the first
place. It isn't clear what these theories of reliability might be, espe-
cially as Daniels thinks that we cannot have such theories of reliabil-
ity until we have an acceptable moral theory. In the following chapter,
however, we shall see how Sidgwick seeks to establish reliability in
moral judgments, and in Chapter 7 we shall also consider a theory of
reliability—or perhaps better, a theory of unreliability—that explains
both why people hold certain moral beliefs, and why many of these
beliefs are unreliable.

% Ebertz, ‘Is Reflective Equilibrium a Coherentist Model?’, 204.
% Tersman, “The Reliability of Moral Intuitions, 399.



5
The Axioms of Ethics

1. Sidgwick’s Axioms

If common sense morality does not yield clear and self-evident
ethical principles, can such principles be found elsewhere? In ask-
ing this question, Sidgwick moves to the third phase of the intui-
tionist method, ‘Philosophical Intuitionism, which is also the title
of chapter 13 of book III of The Methods. Many philosophers claim
to have found self-evident principles that can serve as the basis for a
moral theory, but Sidgwick does not think that any of them achieved
more than partial success. A supposedly self-evident principle such
as ‘we ought to give every man his own’ appears plausible only as long
as we do not ask what is meant by ‘his own’ Once that question is
asked, it emerges that this means ‘what it is right that he should have’
But then the principle is really a tautology and gives us no new infor-
mation. In other cases the circle of reasoning that brings us back to
our original starting point is larger, but the upshot is the same.

So is it possible to have self-evident principles or intuitions that
really tell us something? On the one hand Sidgwick thinks that com-
mon sense gives us a ‘strong instinct’ to believe in the existence of
such principles. On the other hand, when we study human history
and observe human behaviour in different times and places, it seems
harder for us to believe that there could be a code of absolute rules
that applies to all human beings irrespective of the different circum-
stances in which people live. Sidgwick thinks that there is some truth
in both of these perspectives, and they can be reconciled by the view
that there are some principles which, once stated explicitly, we can
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see to be true, but these principles are so abstract and universal in
their scope that we cannot use them to derive, in any direct or imme-
diate manner, what we ought to do in particular situations. For that
derivation, we need to use some other method (ME 379).

What then are these abstract and universal self-evident princi-
ples? For those brought up in the Judeo-Christian tradition, the first
that would come to mind is the Golden Rule, ‘Do to others as you
would have them do to you’ But this lacks precision, because there
may be differences in the nature or circumstances of two individuals,
A and B, such that it would be wrong for A to treat B in the way that
B may properly treat A. The self-evident element of the Golden Rule
expresses something that is independent of any particular historical
tradition, and should instead be stated, Sidgwick maintains, in a neg-
ative form, as follows:

It cannot be right for A to treat B in a manner in which it would be wrong for B to
treat A, merely on the ground that they are two different individuals, and without

there being any difference between the natures or circumstances of the two which
can be stated as a reasonable ground for difference of treatment. (ME 380)

Sidgwick acknowledges that this principle is not much of a guide to
what we ought to do. Its effect is, he says, to throw the burden of proof
on anyone who claims that it is right for him to treat someone else in
a manner to which he would object if it were done to him. But taken
in this way it is recognized by common sense as being of practical
significance and, Sidgwick says, ‘its truth, so far as it goes, appears to
me self-evident.

Sidgwick also formulates the principle as an aspect of our common
notion of justice:
whatever action any of us judges to be right for himself, he implicitly judges to be
right for all similar persons in similar circumstances. Or, as we may otherwise put
it, ‘if a kind of conduct that is right (or wrong) for me is not right (or wrong) for

someone else, it must be on the ground of some difference between the two cases,
other than the fact that I and he are different persons. (ME 379)

This principle has an application in the administration of law, and
thus is an important element in our standard idea of justice. It
requires that rules should be applied impartially as far as mere differ-
ence of persons is concerned. Once again, to know this is not enough
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as it doesn’t tell us anything about the content of just rules, and hence
does not say what rules should be applied impartially. A rule requir-
ing people to provide for their own children is impartial in this sense,
although it also requires them to be partial between their own chil-
dren and the children of strangers. But Sidgwick’s principle does tell
us to exclude one kind of partiality from government and, Sidgwick
writes, ‘from human conduct generally’.

Sidgwick notes that the principle of justice ‘is obtained by consid-
ering the similarity of the individuals that make up a Logical Whole
or Genus’ (ME 380). Another such ‘whole’ is the ‘good on the whole’
of an individual person. This thought leads Sidgwick to his second
self-evident axiom. He first mentions the proposition ‘that one ought
to aim at one’s own good, which he refers to as one way in which the
principle of ‘Rational Self-love or Prudence’ can be stated. But he
again points out that this can be a tautology, if we define ‘good’ as
‘what one ought to aim at’ Instead he takes as self-evident the view
that one ought to aim at ‘one’s own good on the whol€’ This is not
tautologous because it requires us to have ‘impartial concern for all
parts of our conscious life) or as Sidgwick also puts it: ‘Hereafter as
such is to be regarded neither less nor more than Now’ (ME 381). The
phrase ‘as such’ is intended to guard against the counterargument
that a present good may reasonably be preferred to a future good on
the grounds that the present good is more certain than the future
one. That is no objection to the principle Sidgwick is defending.
Similarly, a week sometime in the future may be more important to
me than a week now, because I expect that my ability to enjoy it will
increase during the interim, but that is different from saying that one
week is more important than another simply because it is nearer or
further away in time. Since we tend to be more strongly attracted to
pleasures or other goods that are present or in the near future than
goods that are in the more distant future, the form in which the prin-
ciple is of practical relevance to most people is that, allowing again
for differences in certainty, ‘a smaller present good is not to be pre-
ferred to a greater future good.

Stated thus, this principle falls short of supporting egoism.
Impartial concern for all parts of our conscious life is compatible
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with having impartial concern for all parts of everyone’s life, and with
having no greater concern—or possibly even less concern—for one’s
own life than for the lives of others. Granted, this discussion of the
avoidance of bias in favour of one period of time over another should
be understood within the context of the principle that Sidgwick
mentioned at the outset of his discussion of this axiom, namely that
one ought to aim at one’s own good on the whole. But a utilitar-
ian will accept that one’s own good is a part of the universal good.
The question is, ought one to aim at one’s own good on the whole,
even if that would put one in conflict with aiming at the universal
good? That is what egoism requires. In his chapter on ‘Philosophical
Intuitionism;, Sidgwick does not put forward any self-evident prin-
ciple that indisputably shows that one ought to do this—indeed, he
claims that he has put forward an argument for utilitarianism (ME
388). (In the next chapter, we will examine other passages from The
Methods in which he discusses the relationship between egoism and
utilitarianism.?)

1A scholarly dispute exists over whether what Sidgwick calls the ‘axiom of prudence
expresses the idea of egoism. The form of the axiom that he offers in bk III, ch. 13, is, as we
have noted, about having equal concern for all moments of our existence over time and
not about preferring our own good to the good of others (ME 381, 383). In the autobio-
graphical preface to the 6th edn, however, Sidgwick has in mind a distinct principle when
he says that ‘the rationality of self-regard seemed to me as undeniable as the rationality of
self-sacrifice’(ME xviii). It is to this distinct principle, the principle of rational egoism, that
he refers when in the concluding chapter he sets up the problem of the dualism of practical
reason (ME 497-8). Parfit has suggested (e-mail to the authors, 25 June 2012) that the fact
that Sidgwick does not include the principle of rational egoism among the axioms he dis-
cusses in bk III, ch. 13, could be taken as evidence that he grasped that rational egoism is in
some way less secure or undeniable than the axioms he does endorse in that chapter. This
leads us to a view slightly different from that taken by J. B. Schneewind, who argues that to
understand why Sidgwick believed that there is a dualism of practical reason, we should
understand the axiom of prudence as ‘my own greatest happiness is the rational ultimate
end for me’ (Sidgwick’s Ethics and Victorian Moral Philosophy, 290-7). Here we are in agree-
ment with Mariko Nakano-Okuno, who sees rational egoism as a distinct principle and not
the ‘axiom of prudence’ defended in bk III, ch. 13. Although we recognize that in his con-
cluding chapter Sidgwick does refer to the principle of egoism as ‘the maxim of Prudence’
and puts it on a par with ‘the maxim of Rational Benevolence’ (ME 498), this must be a
rare example of loose writing in The Methods, because egoism includes the axiom of pru-
dence, but goes significantly beyond it. As Nakano-Okuno points out, egoism requires one
to maximize one’s own happiness, whereas the axiom of prudence does not require maxi-
mization, nor does it refer to happiness, but demands only impartiality over time. See her
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Sidgwick reaches the third of his principles by pointing out that,
just as we can talk about the good on the whole of an individual per-
son, summing up parts of the good in his life, so too we can talk about
universal good as a sum of particular goods of all individuals. In this
way we reach a further self-evident principle:
the good of any one individual is of no more importance, from the point of view (if
I may say so) of the Universe, than the good of any other; unless, that is, there are

special grounds for believing that more good is likely to be realised in the one case
than in the other.

Sidgwick then makes a further claim:

And it is evident to me that as a rational being I am bound to aim at good gener-
ally,—so far as it is attainable by my efforts,—not merely at a particular part of it.

From these two rational intuitions, Sidgwick deduces what he calls
‘the maxim of Benevolence, in an abstract form’:
each one is morally bound to regard the good of any other individual as much as

his own, except in so far as he judges it to be less, when impartially viewed, or less
certainly knowable or attainable by him. (ME 382)

Strictly speaking, this maxim is not an axiom, because it is deduced
from the two self-evident intuitions we have just mentioned. In sub-
sequent passages Sidgwick does, however, refer to it as an axiom, and
we will do the same.

Sidgwick notes, in a fine piece of understatement, that the duty
of benevolence, as recognized by common sense morality, ‘seems
to fall somewhat short’ of what his maxim of benevolence requires.
He explains the discrepancy by pointing out that, in practice, people
will do better to concern themselves with promoting the good of a
limited number of people, especially those to whom they are close,
than to attempt to promote the good of everyone. In that way they are
likely to have greater success in promoting good generally, even from

Sidgwick and Contemporary Utilitarianism, 103-7, 112-13. Doubts about whether Sidgwick’s
axiom of prudence is an axiom of egoism go back as far as von Gizycki’s review of ‘The
Methods of Ethics, by Henry Sidgwick), and more recently have been expressed by Shaver,
Rational Egoism, 74-7; Schultz, Henry Sidgwick: Eye of the Universe, 213; and Skorupski,
‘Three Methods and a Dualism), 61-82. See also Phillips, Sidgwickian Ethics,138-9.
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a universal perspective. (We discuss Sidgwick’s views on this issue in
Chapter 11.) Suppose, though, Sidgwick continues, that we were to
ask an ordinary person to consider this question: would it be morally
right for you to seek your own happiness if doing so meant sacrificing
the greater happiness of another human being, with no counterbal-
ancing gain to anyone else? Sidgwick asserts—perhaps rather opti-
mistically—that if such a person were to consider this question fairly,
as a matter of conscience, the answer would be ‘unhesitatingly in the
negative’ (ME 382).

Sidgwick believes that he has demonstrated that, in the generally
accepted principles of justice, prudence, and benevolence, ‘there is
at least a self-evident element, immediately cognizable by abstract
intuition. He sees this as vindicating the common belief that ‘the
fundamental precepts of morality are essentially reasonable’ When
Sidgwick reflects on propositions like ‘T ought not to prefer a present
lesser good to a future greater good’ and ‘T ought not to prefer my own
lesser good to the greater good of another’, he finds that he cannot
deny them. They are self-evident to him, in much the same way as
he can see the self-evidence of mathematical propositions such as ‘if
equals be added to equals the wholes are equal’ In contrast, although
‘custom and general consent’ may have given ‘a merely illusory air of
self-evidence’ to other principles such as ‘T ought to speak the truth’
and Tought to keep my promises, when we reflect on these principles
we see that they are not really self-evident, but require some other
kind of rational justification (ME 383).

After presenting his self-evident axioms Sidgwick observes that
they are not specific to intuitionism in the narrower sense in which
he has used this term to refer to a morality that, like common sense
morality, is based on rules that require obedience irrespective of
the consequences. The axiom of prudence is ‘implied in Rational
Egoism as commonly accepted’, while the axiom of justice belongs
as much to utilitarianism as to intuitionism in the narrower sense,
and the axiom of rational benevolence is ‘required as a rational
basis’ for utilitarianism. To demonstrate that the self-evidence of
the axiom of benevolence is the only way in which utilitarianism
can be put on a rational basis, Sidgwick takes us on a short tour
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of the deficiencies of John Stuart Mill’s ‘proof” of the principle of
utility.

Sidgwick’s conclusion, then, is that utilitarianism is ‘the final form
into which Intuitionism tends to pass, when the demand for really
self-evident first principles is rigorously pressed. He acknowledges,
however, that the argument thus far still falls short of taking us from
intuitionism to utilitarianism. That is because the axioms, including the
axiom of rational benevolence, talk about aiming at what is ‘good’ for
individuals, but leave untouched the question of the nature of that good.
Utilitarianism, on the other hand, at least in the classical form in which
Sidgwick understands it, takes pleasure or happiness as the ultimate
good. We therefore still need an argument to show that the ultimate
good is happiness.

2. The Axiom of Justice

We begin our discussion with Sidgwick’s axiom of justice. It does seem
to be true that morality does not allow us to make exceptions for our-
selves. If I claim that you ought to give to the poor, I must either agree
that I too ought to give to the poor, or I must give a reason for the dif-
ference in what we ought to do. Perhaps you are a billionaire and I am
struggling to pay for the nursing care that my elderly mother needs.
That might justify my differing moral judgments. But I cannot simply
say that you ought to give to the poor but I do not have to give to the
poor because if I give away my money then I will have less to spend on
myself and I don’t want that, whereas if you give away your money, then
youwill have less to spend on yourself, and I don't mind that. I cannot, to
use Sidgwick’s words, simply say that different judgments apply because
you and I are ‘different persons.

Sidgwick writes that the axiom of justice is part of utilitarianism
and of intuitional ethics—pointedly omitting any mention of rational
egoism (ME 386-7). It is therefore worth asking whether rational
egoism is consistent with the axiom of justice. The answer depends
on how we formulate egoism. If it is phrased in the grammatical first

2 The now notorious ‘proof’ occurs at the beginning of ch. 4 of Mill’s Utilitarianism.
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person, as the view that ‘Everyone ought to do what is in my inter-
ests, then it draws a distinction between myself and others that vio-
lates the axiom of justice. On the other hand, if we think of it in the
third person, as the view that ‘Everyone ought to do what is in his or
her interests, then the principle does not refer to any particular indi-
viduals, and so there is no inconsistency with the axiom of justice.?
Presumably those who defend egoism as a principle of rational action
are defending the third person version of it. Because it may be bet-
ter for me if you are more concerned about the interests of others (of
whom I am one) than you are for your own interests, rational egoism
may lead egoists to deny, when speaking publicly, that it is rational
to be an egoist, although that is what they continue to believe. As we
shall see in Chapter 10, something similar may also be true of utili-
tarianism, though perhaps in more limited circumstances.*

The axiom of justice may seem undeniable, but could that be
because it is in fact part of the meaning of moral terms like ‘right’
and ‘ought’? That is what R. M. Hare, whose views on the meaning
of the moral terms we already encountered in Chapter 1, would have
argued. Moral judgments are, Hare said, universalizable prescrip-
tions and this means that, in Hare’s words: ‘if I say “This is what ought
to be done; but there could be a situation exactly like this one in its
non-moral properties, but in which the corresponding person, who
was exactly like the person who ought to do it in this situation, ought
not to do it’, I contradict myself’* To examine whether Sidgwick’s
axiom of justice can be defended in this way, we need to understand
Hare’s position, and the major objection that has been made to it.

Hare held that moral language requires universalizable judg-
ments, but there is no logical requirement that one use moral lan-
guage, or guide one’s life by universalizable principles. Amoralists
who refuse to be guided by universalizable judgments need not, in
his view, be inconsistent or irrational—indeed, since Hare thought
that there are no objective reasons for action, he could not claim

3 See Shaver, Rational Egoism, 80-1.

* For a discussion of the implications of a principle such as consequentialism being
self-effacing, see Parfit, Reasons and Persons, 150ff.

5 R. M. Hare, ‘Universal Prescriptivism), 456. See also Hare, Freedom and Reason, 10ff.
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that universalizability is a requirement of reason.® Taking this view
weakens the significance of any conclusions that we may be able to
reach by drawing out the implications of universalizability, since peo-
ple can always escape those conclusions by refusing to make moral
judgments. Nevertheless, many of us do want to use terms like ‘ought’
and ‘right; so the possibility of rational amoralism does not render
pointless the exercise of exploring the implications of universaliz-
ability, and seeing what normative conclusions may follow from its
application.

For Hare, when I prescribe something, using moral language, my
prescription commits me to a substantive moral judgment about all
relevantly similar cases. This includes hypothetical casesin whichIam
in a different position from my actual one. So to make a moral judg-
ment, I must put myself in the position of those affected by my pro-
posed action. Whether I can accept the judgment—that is, whether
I can prescribe it universally—will depend on whether I could accept
it if I had to live the lives of all those affected by the action. Although
in his early work Hare treats this as a formal requirement that can-
not bind anyone to any particular ethical conclusion, by 1976, when
he wrote ‘Ethical Theory and Utilitarianism; he had decided that put-
ting yourself in the position of others affected by your action means
giving their desires and preferences as much weight as your own, and
therefore a proper understanding of the implications of the moral
terms leads us to the conclusion that the only moral judgments we can
prescribe universally are those that do the most to satisfy the interests
and desires of all those affected by our actions. Thus universalizability
leads to a form of utilitarianism based on the maximal satisfaction of
interests or desires—commonly known as preference utilitarianism.”

To get such a strong conclusion from a merely formal claim about
moral language looks suspiciously like the philosophical equivalent
of getting a rabbit out of an empty hat. Among those critical of it was

¢ In Moral Thinking, Hare discusses amoralism, but does not reject it on the grounds that
the amoralist is necessarily involved in a contradiction. Instead he appeals to prudential
considerations as a reason for not being an amoralist. See esp. 186.

7 See ‘Ethical Theory and Utilitarianism’; repr. in R. M. Hare, Essays in Ethical Theory;
and Moral Thinking, esp. chs. 5 and 6.
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John Mackie, who thought that Hare had failed to distinguish three
different stages of universalizability:

1. The irrelevance of numerical differences.
2. Putting oneself in the other person’s place.
3. Taking (equal) account of different tastes and ideals.

Mackie was ready to grant that universalizability, in some sense, is part
of the meaning of the moral terms, but said that, if so, this will be no
more than the first, or at most the first two, of these stages of universal-
izability, and no substantive moral principles, whether utilitarian or
not, will follow from either of these two stages. Hare, however, needs
to appeal to the third stage for his argument to succeed. That is a prob-
lem for his argument, because moral language appears to allow me
to commit myself to an ideal that is independent of my own desires.
For example, there seems to be no contradiction in saying: ‘Let jus-
tice be done although we all perish, because rather than perpetrate
injustice, I am willing to sacrifice everything that is dearest to me’ If
that is not a contradiction, we cannot treat moral language as having
the logical implication that every moral question is simply a matter of
weighing up desires or interests. Mackie asserts that the moral terms
allow me to assume that my ideals are true and ought to prevail over
any mere aggregation of interests, including my own. Mackie sees
this as the fatal weakness in Hare’s attempt to draw substantive moral
conclusions—and specifically, utilitarian conclusions—from univer-
salizability. His verdict has been widely shared.

Sidgwick would have seen Mackie’s objection to Hare as akin to his
own warning that we must not confuse tautologies with substantive
moral principles. According to Hare, to say that I ought to do X is to
say that X is the only act I can prescribe when I give equal weight to the
interests of all those affected by my act. On Hare’s own analysis, how-
ever, this is true in virtue of the meaning of ‘ought’ The judgment there-
fore provides guidance only to someone who has already decided to do
what she ‘ought’ to do, using ‘ought’ in the sense that Hare describes.
Such a person must, however, have previously committed herself to
doing what she can prescribe when she gives equal weight to the inter-
ests of all affected by her actions. If we are using the word ‘ought’ in this
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way, then the principle that I ought to give equal weight to the interests
ofall those affected by my acts is a tautology. Tautologies lead, Sidgwick
said, only to ‘sham-axioms’ (ME 374). But does Hare’s claim that uni-
versalizability is built into the meaning of the moral terms mean that
Sidgwick’s own axiom of justice is, after all, a tautology rather than a
substantive ethical principle? There are two passages in The Methods
that seem to suggest that Sidgwick and Hare are doing something very
similar. In the first, Sidgwick says that ‘by reflecting on the general
notion of rightness’ we can reach the ‘practical rule’ that ‘We cannot
judge an action to be right for A and wrong for B, unless we can find
in the natures or circumstances of the two some difference which we
can regard as a reasonable ground for difference in their duties’ (ME
208-9). In the second, he discusses, in book IV, the rational process—
he says that it is only by a stretch of language that it can be called a
‘proof’—by which an egoist might be persuaded to accept utilitari-
anism. He acknowledges, however, that this proof requires that ‘the
Egoist should affirm, implicitly or explicitly, that his own greatest hap-
piness is not merely the rational ultimate end for himself, but a part of
Universal Good’ and adds that the egoist can refuse to say this, and so
avoid the proof of utilitarianism (ME 497-8; see also 420-1). In the first
of these passages, Sidgwick appears to be deducing a practical conclu-
sion from a moral concept, and in the second, there seems to be a strik-
ing parallel with Hare’s amoralist, who can avoid both utilitarianism
and self-contradiction by refusing to use moral language.

It is implausible that Sidgwick would have forgotten his own
forceful insistence that a tautology can lead only to a ‘sham-axiom’
and not to a rule of practical significance. It therefore seems best to
understand the phrase ‘reflecting on the general notion of rightness’
as referring, not to the formal concept of rightness, but rather to a
widely shared substantive view of it. (This phrase does, after all, occur
at the start of his discussion of the morality of common sense.?)

Regarding Sidgwick’s treatment of the egoist and Hare's treatment
of the amoralist, there are important differences.” For Hare there is

& ‘We owe this point to Skelton, ‘Sidgwick’s Philosophical Intuitions), 198-9.
° For an account of these differences and an argument similar to that made here, see
Nakano-Okuno, Sidgwick and Contemporary Utilitarianism, ch. 8, esp. pp.180-8.



126 THE AXIOMS OF ETHICS

a specific form of discourse that he refers to as ‘moral’ whereas for
Sidgwick, as we have seen, ethics encompasses any rational procedure
by which we decide what we ought to do, or what it is right to do.” For
Hare, reasoning about how to live can take place outside the sphere of
morality, and without using moral terms, whereas for Sidgwick any
such reasoning occurs within ethics. Sidgwick’s egoist does not need to
avoid moral language in order to avoid the ‘proof’ of utilitarianism—
indeed at one point Sidgwick describes him as one who ‘strictly con-
fines himself to stating his conviction that he ought to take his own
happiness or pleasure as his ultimate end’ (ME 420; our emphasis).
The issue, for Sidgwick, is not what language we use, but what we have
most reason to do. If, as we have argued in Chapter 2, there are objec-
tive reasons for action, then Sidgwick is right to take what we have
most reason to do as the important question. Nevertheless, as we shall
see in Chapter 6, it is a question Sidgwick was unable to resolve, and he
therefore ends up no better able to overcome the egoist than Hare was
able to overcome the amoralist. At least, though, Sidgwick’s question
allows us to see what the task of vindicating the rationality of ethics
requires: an argument to show that the egoist (or the amoralist) is not
acting on the best reasons available. Whether such an argument exists
is the subject of Chapter 7.

3. The Axiom of Prudence

SidgwicKs second axiom is that ‘Hereafter as such is to be regarded
neither less nor more than Now;, which he also puts as saying that we
should have ‘impartial concern for all parts of our conscious life’ or that
‘a smaller present good is not to be preferred to a greater future good.
The most fundamental form of the axiom is the one that requires impar-
tial concern for all parts of our conscious life, since that implies that we
should not give more or less weight to ‘now’ than to any future moment.
This principle has been challenged in two distinct ways that correspond
to the difference between the more fundamental form of the axiom, and
the form that focuses on avoiding giving greater weight to the present

0 SeeCh.1.
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than to the future. Bernard Williams asserts the primacy of the present
moment, while Michael Slote denies the more fundamental form of the
axiom, holding that we are justified in thinking of some times of life as
more important than others. The rejection of Sidgwick’s axiom of pru-
dence is also implicit in the view, widely held among economists, that
we should discount the future. But this raises different issues that we
shall postpone to Chapter 12 when we discuss Sidgwick’s views about
how utility should be distributed. Here we are focusing on discount-
ing within a single person’s life, rather than discounting the future in
general.

i. The Dominance of Now

Bernard Williams describes the view that it is rational to have equal
consideration for all moments of one’s existence as seeing one’s life
as ‘a given rectangle that has to be optimally filled in’ But, Williams
claims, this conception (which he also attributes to John Rawls and
Thomas Nagel) omits the perspective of how much of that rectangle
I care to cultivate. In his view, ‘the correct perspective on one’s life is
from now’™ Williams thinks that we have ‘projects; a term he uses to
describe a set of desires or concerns. Among these projects are some
that are closely related to a person’s existence and ‘to a significant
degree give a meaning to his lifel These Williams calls ‘ground pro-
jects and he regards them as ‘the condition of my existence’ because
‘unless I am propelled forward by the conatus of desire, project and
interest, it is unclear why I should go on at all. A person’s ‘ground
projects’ provide him with the motive force that ‘propels him into the
future’

Williamsishere takinga Humean approach to practical reason. Hedoes
not consider that an act could be in accordance with our desires, projects,
and interests, and yet nevertheless irrational. We argued against this view
of practical reason in Chapter 2, where we saw that giving supremacy to
present desires can lead to incoherence in one’s decision-making. Here
is another example, suggested by John Broome, that is less bizarre than
Parfit's example of the person with Future Tuesday Indifference. Suppose

I Williams, ‘Persons, Character and Morality), esp. 206-9.
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that [have time to go to just one movie this week. WhenIbuy the ticket on
Monday, I can choose between aless good movie on Wednesday or a bet-
ter one on Friday. Even though I know I will enjoy the Wednesday movie
less than the Friday one, because I am taking the perspective ‘from now’
and I now desire my pleasures to come sooner rather than later, I rank a
smaller good on Wednesday above a greater good on Friday, and so I buy
the ticket for Wednesday’s movie. From my present perspective this is
the correct decision, but I can predict that on Friday, I will—again, cor-
rectly—regret that I made that decision—for by then I will be at a differ-
ent ‘now’ and will be sorry that I have not maximized value for myself. It
isasifeach decision I make isbeing made by a different T with values that
change continually as he or she moves through time. As Broome says: A
theory that says you can act rightly even though you know that you will
later correctly judge that you acted wrongly is not consistent with living a
coherent life”” John Rawls makes a similar point when he writes that it is
aguiding principle of rationality that ‘a rational individual is always to act
so that he need never blame himself no matter how his plans finally work
out’® On Williams's view, if our desires, projects, and interests change—
and even if, as in Broome’s example, they change in entirely predictable
ways—we would often regret having made the wrong decision.

Dean Buonomano, in Brain Bugs, describes a study of college students
who were asked to draw lines on a computer to represent periods of
time varying from 3 to 36 months. The relationship between the length
of line and the period of time was not linear, suggesting that the differ-
ence between 3 months and 6 months seemed much longer than the
difference between 33 months and 36 months." The students had a focus
from ‘now’ rather than judging ‘hereafter as such’ as ‘neither less nor
more than now’. There are also many studies showing that people make
irrational choices about the future. For example, they prefer to take a
sum of money offered now rather than a larger sum a month later, even
when the difference between the sums is an effective annual interest rate

2 Broome, Climate Matters, 151.

B Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 371.

" Loftus et al., “Time went by so slowly’, 3-13; we owe this reference to Buonomano, Brain
Bugs, 103-4.
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of 345 per cent.” Buonamano offers a plausible explanation for our bias
towards the present. For our ancestors, he points out, life was shorter
and the future less certain than it is for those of us living in developed
countries today. To obtain food and survive in the immediate future was
more important than thinking about months or years ahead. Asaresult,
he suggests, we developed brains with a built-in ‘bug’ that leads us to
discount the future in ways that, given the circumstances of people liv-
ing in developed countries today, are irrational.’

ii. The Importance of Happy Endings

Michael Slote has some sympathy with Williams’s preference for the
present, but his distinctive argument against giving equal weight to
all periods of our life draws more from Aristotle, and treats human
beings as organisms with a natural life-cycle.” On that basis, he sug-
gests, ‘we typically and naturally think of some times of life as more
important than others. For example, we give less weight to childhood.
We do not consider that someone who had a wonderful childhood
but then had a disappointing adulthood had as good a life as someone
who had a miserable childhood and a fulfilling adulthood.” In deter-
mining how good a life is, Slote suggests ‘what happens late in life
is naturally and automatically invested with greater significance and
weight’”® To persuade us to share this intuition, he asks us to think of
two politicians, one of whom spends a long time in the political wil-
derness, and then achieves power and does much good, dying while
still in office, at a decent old age. The other politician achieves success
much earlier in life, winning office while still young, holding it just as
long as the first politician, and doing a similar amount of good. Then
he loses power and although he too lives to a decent old age, he dies

5 Thaler, ‘Some Empirical Evidence on Dynamic Inconsistency’, 201-7.

Buonomano, Brain Bugs, 118-19.
Slote, Goods and Virtues, 21, 36.

8 Slote, Goods and Virtues, 13ff.

¥ Slote, Goods and Virtues, 23. Others to hold that what happens later in life typically
matters more include Brentano in The Foundation and Construction of Ethics, 196-7;
Lewis, An Analysis of Knowledge and Valuation, 488; Velleman, ‘Well-Being and Time’;
and Richard Chappell, ‘Value Holism’.
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without ever regaining it. Our natural response is, Slote says, to judge
the first life as more fortunate.

To the view that what happens late in life matters more than what
happens earlyinlife, Slote adds what appears to be a distinct claim: that
the prime of life matters more than any other period. Outstanding
success at the senior citizen shuffleboard competition does not make
up for failure in one’s prime. Childhood and senescence make, Slote
says, ‘arather negligible contribution to what seems to matter most in
a total human lifel Larry Temkin might agree with Slote’s judgment
about the lives of the two politicians. In Rethinking the Good, he urges
that we should reject Sidgwick’s conception of individual self-interest
in favour of one that pays attention to the direction or pattern of a life.
To illustrate this, he asks us to consider two scenarios:

In the first, one’s life starts out poorly and steadily improves, so that at the end
of one’s life one is very well off. For simplicity, let’s just divide the life into five
twenty-year segments and say that as the life progresses, one’s levels would be 10,
30, 50, 70, and 90, respectively. In the second scenario, the pattern is reversed.
The life starts out very well off and steadily worsens, so that the life ends poorly.
Specifically, as the life progresses, one’s levels would be 9o, 70, 50, 30, and 10,
respectively. On the simple additive approach, the two lives are equally good, and
if, in fact, the second life ended at level 12 instead of level 10, then that life would be
better than the first all things considered. But I think relatively few people would

actually choose a life plan for themselves, or a loved one, in accordance with this
position.?

Similar issues apply to both Slote’s and Temkin’s pairs of lives. If Slote’s
politicians experienced the same amount of bitterness and frustra-
tion when out of office, and the same feelings of elation and achieve-
ment when in office, we do not have any confidence in the intuitive
judgment that one life is better or worse than the other. Similarly, in
considering Temkin’s example, we are liable to imagine that the per-
son whose happiness <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>