How Not to Solve Ethical Problems
Hilary Putnam
I.

Philosophers today are as fond as ever of apriori arguments with
ethical conclusions. One reason such arguments are always unsatisfying
is that they always prove too much; when a philosopher 'solves' an
ethical problem for one, one feels as if one had asked for a subway token
and been given a passenger ticket valid for the first interplanetary
passenger-carrying space ship instead. Conservatives, for example,
often temper their praise for Robert Nozick's Anarchy, State and Utopia a
tiny bit. Nozick, they say, should not have come out against absolutely
all welfare spending. But either Nozick's book proves that orphanages
and public hospitals are not legitimately to be supported by public
revenue or it proves nothing at all. It is characteristic of a great deal that
is published under the name of moral philosophy that even the reader
who thinks that part of what is proved is reasonable is put off by the fact
that the philosopher 'proves too much'.
Nozick's libertarianism is by no means the only, or even an
unusual, example of this kind of philosophical extremism. Bernard
Williams has pointed out that a particular moralistic argument against
nuclear deterrence-the argument that depends upon the two premisses
that ( 1) effective deterrence depends upon a genuine intention to use
nuclear weapons under certain conditions, and (2) it is immoral to
intend to use a weapon that it would be immoral to actually employhas the property that, if the argument is correct, then it makes no
difference what the facts arc. It makes no difference, according to this
reasoning, whether we do or don't have good reason to think that the
threat posed by the deterrent will save millions of lives, or even whether
it will or will not save millions of lives. Moreover, according to the
argument, it is as much an instance of absolute immorality to possess a
credible nuclear deterrent as to actually use atomic missiles to incinerate
the entire population of North America. Anyone familiar with the
literature of moral philosophy can supply further examples of arguments
that 'prove too much'.
To remind ourselves just how much Nozick's claim, that taxation
for arry purpose beyond the 'minimal' purpose of protection of the
property right amounts to state theft, contradicts the moral outlook of
the whole Western tradition, let us recall that public orphanages are at
least as old as the Eastern Roman Empire, while community charity is
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enjoined in the Old Testament (leaving grain for widows and orphans)
as are many other violations of the Nozickian 'right to property' (return
of alienated land every fifty years, for example). The idea that there are
trade-offs between rights to property, protection of the poor and
helpless, and other interests of the community has long been central to
our moral practice. Against both our practice and our intuitions, what
Nozick has to offer is a brilliant series of analogies. If the analogies
constrained our thought and transformed our lives, Nozick would be a
great political leader (for better or for worse); as it is, he is only a
tremendously ingenious philosopher.
Part of what makes moral philosophy an anachronistic field is that
its practitioners continue to argue in this very traditional and aprioristic
way even though they themselves do not claim that one can provide a
systematic and indubitable 'foundation' for the subject. Most of them
rely on what are supposed to be 'intuitions' without claiming that those
intuitions deliver uncontroversial ethical premises, on the one hand, or
that they have an ontological or epistemological explanation of the
reliability of those intuitions, on the other. (Nozick's new book,
Philosophical Explanation, provides an epistemology for ethics that is so
abstract as to provide no reason for accepting the particular ethical
intuitions underlying Anarc~, State and Utopia as opposed to any other.)
With a few conspicuous exceptions, they are proud of giving ingenious
arguments-that is what makes them 'analytic' philosophers-and
curiously evasive or superficial about the relation of the premises of
these arguments to the ideals and practices of any actual moral
community. One conspicuous exception to this is John Rawls, whose
Dewey Lectures discuss exactly this question. (Another is Bernard
Williams.)
Still, it may be said, and with justice, that we do have to use our
heads as best we can with our ethical problems. Those who conclude, on
whatever grounds, that we should stop reasoning in ethics throw us back
on unexamined prejudices and selfish interests as often as on fairness
and community. Must not we, then, go on trying to find solutions using
whatever principles seem best to us, and arguing carefully from those
principles, just as the moral philosophers urge us to do?
Yes and no. We should reflect on principles-not only our own, but
those of the persons with whom we disagree. But the way not to solve an
ethical problem is to find a nice sweeping principle that 'proves too
much', and to accuse those who refuse to 'buy' one's absolute principle
of immorality. The very words "solution" and "problem" may be
leading us astray-ethical 'problems' are not like scientific problems,
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and they do not often have 'solutions' in the sense that scientific
problems do. The extreme dcductivism of much contemporary analytic
philosophy may reflect the grip of the problem/solution metaphor.
I suggest that our thought might be better guided by a different
metaphor-a metaphor from the law, instead of a metaphor from
science-the metaphor of adjudication.
I shall give an example-one that is bound to be cntroversial. (But
it is part of the metaphor of adjudication that a good example must be
controversial.)
My favorite example of a wise adjudication of a difficult dispute is
the Supreme Court's decision on abortion. Since I regard it as wise, I
am obviously not a partisan of one of the strong views we have all heard
in the dispute-we may have souls, but they are not invisible objects
which join our cells at the moment of conception (we become ensou/ed,
rather than being souls·plus·bodies); and we may have rights over our
own bodies, but they do not extend to an absolute privilege. In calling
the Supreme Court decision 'wise', I am not saying it is the 'last word'
on the abortion issue. If it were the last word, it would be a solution and
not an adjudication. What I say is that reasonable men and women
should agree that it would have been decidedly unwise for the Court
either to (I) read Roman Catholic theology into the Constitution; or (2}
grant that persons have the right to receive and perform abortions even
in the ninth month of pregnancy.
That we cannot 'solve' the abortion problem should not be
surprising. The issues most discussed in connection with the problem,
the issue of when personhood begins and the issue of the extent of rights
to privacy as they affect the termination of one's own pregnancy, are
ones we cannot see to the bottom of. We do not have clear criteria of
personhood; and this is connected with our lack of even the faintest
shadow of a genuine theory of such things as intentionality and value. (I
have argued in a recent series of books and lectures that current
'physicalist' speculations about intentionality and value are wholly
incoherent.) The Supreme Court decision-that a first trimester foetus
does not have legal protection; that abortion of a second trimester foetus
is something to be regulated, primarily in the interest of the mother's
health, though not forbidden; and that a third trimester foetus must be
amply legally protected-is not a 'theory', but a reasonable stance in the
absence of a theory. Even if we could settle the issue of 'when one
becomes a person', there arc other issues connected with when a
person's life may be taken (or allowed to be lost) which arc also
controversial. The expectant woman's right to privacy figured in the
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supreme court decision. There is a well known argument for an absolute
right to abortion in any trimester, due to Judith Thomson, which turns
on rights with respect to one's own body, and not at all on the issue of
the personhood or non-personhood of the foetus. Even if reasonable
persons can be sure that Judith Thomson's argument 'proves too
much', we do not have a set of principles with which to 'solve' all the
problems in this area either. We need adjudications precisely in cases
such as this-cases in which we cannot find a non-controversial
principle or application of a principle which settles what we should do.
A very different metaphor may be of help here-the metaphor of
reading. Consider the following two interpretations of Hamlet (they are
not meant to be 'exhaustive'). (1) An interpretation-an· unsophisti·
cated reader might give this-in which Hamlet's 'uncertainty' is merely
epistemic, merely a belief that there is not enough evidence on which to
act against the King, and on which Hamlet feigns madness merely to buy
time to find out what the facts are; (2) an interpretation in which
Hamlet's hesitation reveals a 'conflict'. One need not go as far in this
direction as to 'buy' a psychoanalytic interpretation of the play to
contrast Hamlet's ability to act decisively when he brings about the
deaths of Rosenkrantz and Guildenstern, or when he struggles with
pirates, with his inability to act in the case of greatest concern to him;
nor is it implausible that the phenomenon of finding oneself to be unable
to act (for reasons one cannot understand) would be one with which a
dramatic genius would be acquainted, without having read Freud, and
would find rending, and thus of great potential interest. A sensitive
reader will see that the second interpretation is better than the first. (A
still better reading might include both perspectives.) Yet very few
readers today think there is such a thing as the 'final' interpretation of
Hamlet, the one that contains all the perspectives on the play in all its
dimensions. We do think that there are such things as better and worse
interpretations-otherwise what is the point of discussing at all? What
we have given up is the belief that the existence of better and worse
interpretations commits us to the existence of an 'absolute perspective'
on the work of art.
Seeing that an adjudication of an ethical dispute is reasonable (at a
given time, for a given purpose, for a given group of people) and that
another is unreasonable is like seeing that one 'reading' is better than
another. We are not committed to the existence of an unimaginable
'absolute perspective' in ethics, an ethical theory that contains and
reconciles all the possible perspectives on ethical problems in all their
dimensions; we are committed to the idea of 'better and worse opinions'.
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Reading great works of art and reading life are different but not
unrelated activities.
A common feature of both metaphors-the metaphor of adjudication and the metaphor of reading-is openness or non-finality. Accepting the Supreme Court's adjudication of the abortion issue, its 'reading'
of the situation, is accepting something that is by its very nature
provisional-not in the sense that there must be a better perspective, a
'true' reading (or a truer reading) which we will someday get to if we are
lucky, but in the sense that (for all we know) there may be. Some things
which were once problematic arc now issues for condemnation or
approbation and not adjudication. Human slavery is no longer problematic; it is just plain wrong. Racism and male chauvinism are simply
wrong. Someday there may be a better perspective on the abortion
issue-things may come into better focus. Both metaphors leave this
open.
The second metaphor-the metaphor of reading-also has a place
for the special role of philosophical imagination. New perspectives on
moral issues, new 'readings' of moral situations, have often come from
philosophy. One thinks of the role that Lock's combination of moral
vision and argument played in defeating the doctrine of the Divine
Right of Kings, or of the origin of the great idea of the French
revolution-the Rights of Man-in the writing of the philosophes. Like
readings of a literary text, philosophical perspectives may be rich or
impoverished, sophisticated or naive, broad or one-sided, inspired or
pedestrian, reasonable or perverse (and if the latter, brilliantly perverse
or merely perverse). Like readings of a great novel, philosophical
perspectives never succeed in capturing their 'text' in all its dimensions;
and (as the 'deconstructionists' claim is the case with literary works)
they are always to some extent 'subverted' by the very 'text' they are
reading, defeated by the complexity of life itself.
If the lecture thus far were to be reviewed in a professional journal,
I can predict exactly what the reviewer would say. He would mention
my metaphors, and then say, "But the author himself admits that all
this is just metaphor. Does he believe that there are objective ethical
facts or doesn't he? And if he does, what account does he have of their
nature?"
The question assumes what is not the case-that there is a workable
philosophical notion of an 'objective fact'. In the books I mentioned a
few minutes ago, I argue that the philosophical Subjectiue/Objectiue distinction is today in total collapse.
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Philosophy has tried to draw this distinction in two quite different
ways: ontological/y, by making an inventory of the 'furniture of the
Universe', and banishing from the realm of the 'objective' whatever
cannot be reduced to what the philosopher takes to be the 'basic'
building blocks of Reality (material objects and sense data being the two
favorite candidates in recent philosophy); epistemologically, by making an
inventory of the possible modes of 'verification', and banishing from the
realm of the 'objective' whatever cannot be 'verified' by what the
philosopher takes to be the 'scientific' means of verification. The
ontological approach has ended up in a precritical materialism which
has no account of such epistemological properties as confirmation, of such
semantic relations as .rynotrynry and paraphrase, of such intentional
relations as reference, or even of its own favorite notions of explanation and
causation, while the epistemological approach is immediately self-refuting: the criteria of 'objectivity' proposed by the epistemologists are selfviolating. It is not that I have better criteria of objectivity and subjectivity
to offer, let me add: it is the whole conception of philosophy as a Master
Science, a discipline which surveys the special activities of natural
science, law, literature, morality, etc., and explains them all in terms of a
privileged ontology or epistemolgy that has proved to be an empty
dream. The 'scientific realists' arc right about this much: if there were
such a discipline, it would be natural science itself and not philosophy.
The days when philosophy had a right to such grand pretensions arc long
past. But they arc wrong in thinking that natural science can play this
role. In this epoch, at least, we are left without a Master Science.
In addition to the philosophical distinction, there is an 'ordinary' or
vernacular distinction between objective and subjective. In the vernacular, to call something 'objective' is to say that it is uncontroversial, or to
suggest that it would be if folks weren't so dumb; while to call something
'subjective' is to dismiss it as mere affect. In these terms, as they stand
when they are not infected (as they often are) by the projects of the
ontologists and the epistemologists, most of the facts that arc important
for our lives, including most of the important ethical facts, arc neither
'objective nor 'subj$!ctive'. They are facts concerning which there arc
relative truths even if we don't know what an 'absolute' truth would be;
and among these relative truths there arc, as has been said, better and
worse.

II.
To successfully adjudicate ethical problems, as opposed to 'solving'
them, it is necessary that the members of the society have a sense of
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community. A compromise that cannot pretend to be the last word on
an ethical question, that cannot pretend to derive from binding
principles in an unmistakeably constraining way, can only derive its
force from a shared sense of what is and is not reasonable, from loyalties
to one another, and a commitment to 'muddling through' together.
When the sense of community is absent or weak, when individuals feel
contempt or resentment for one another, when the attitude becomes that
any consensus that isn't the one oneself would have chosen isn't binding
on one, then fantasy and desperation have free reign.
Concern with a 'moral crisis' is not new. Writing in his great work,
De Ia division du travail social, Durkheim succinctly described the crisis as
it appeared in the nineteenth century:
"It has been said with justice that morality-and by that must be
understood, not only moral doctrines, but customs-is going through a
real crisis ... Profound changes have occurred in the structure of our
societies in a very short time; they have been freed from the traditional
type with a speed and on a scale that has never before been seen in
history. As a result, the morality that corresponds to [traditional society]
has regressed, but without another developing rapidly enough to take
the place that the former left empty in our consciences. Our faith has
been troubled; tradition has lost its sway; individual judgment has been
freed from collective judgment.'' Every word in this description will be
recognized as applying perfectly to present conditions.
Durkheim thought that part but not all of the malady can be
ascribed to the fact that there has not been sufficient time for a new
moral code to take shape: one adapted to the division oflabor, the fact
that many persons do work that most people can never understand in
detail and are confronted with moral issues of unprecedented sorts, and
to the fact that "the collective consciousness is more and more becoming
a cult of the individual"-something that Durkheim regarded as a
humanization of society and not something to be deplored. He rejected the
idea, which is still put forward ninety years later, that we can or should
go back to a morality justified by the forces of tradition and myth. But
he did not think that giving ourseves more time will rectify matters by
itself. Quite simply and quite strikingly, Emile Durkheim found the root
cause of our 'crisis' to bc-i,Yustice.
Let us look at this idea with present-day conditions in mind-at
Durkheim's remark that "the remedy for the evil is not to seck to
resuscitate traditions and practices which, no longer corresponding to
present conditions of society, can only live an artificial, false existence.
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What we must do to relieve this anomie is to discover means for making
the organs which are still wasting themselves in discordant movement
harmoniously concur by introducing into their relations more justice by
more and more extenuating the external inequalities which are the
source of the evil."
A few years ago I had occasion to visit Peru, and I got to know a
fine philosopher and a truly wonderful human being-Francisco Miro
Casada. Miro Casada has been an idealist all his life, while being, at the
same time, a man of great experience (a former member of several
governments and a former Ambassador to France). I found him a man
who represents the social democratic vision in its purest form. Talking
to him, and to my other friends in Peru (who represented quite a
spectrum of political opinion), I heard something that was summed up
in a remark he, Miro Casada, made to me, "Whenever you have a
Republican president, we get a wave of military dictatorships in Latin
America". Out of context, this remark might suggest that the Republican Party is the cause of all the evils in Latin America; but that was
not the tenor of the conversation. The willingness of Republican
administrations to impose what they are pleased to describe as "authoritarian' (as opposed to 'totalitarian') regimes is only the most
extreme manifestation of the evil, not the evil itself.
IfJesse James had had the effrontery to tell the victims of one of his
train robberies that he was holding them up for 'their own good', the
rage and frustration he would have produced could hardly have been
greater than the sense of outrage and frustration produced when our
administrations, both Democratic and Republic, and our great corporations as well, dictate economic policy, foreign policy, and internal
'security' arrangements to Latin American governments with precisely
this unctuous excuse-'it's for your own good'-and any knowledgeable
Latin American can cite horrifying examples of such dictation. Nor is
this combination of selfishness with hypocrisy confined to Latin America-Oriana Fallaci's autobiographical novel, A Man, gives a 'thicker'
description of the horrors of life under an 'authoritarian' regime,
including the complicity of our C.I.A. in the maintenance of the regime,
than any journalistic report could possibly do, and the regime she
describes-the regime that ultimately killed her husband-was that of
Greece (under the colonels). I am not talking of the rage produced in
leftist students or in Marxist guerrillas, which can be taken for granted.
I am talking of the sense of outrage that fills democratically minded
people all over the Third World.
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A democratic world society, a ''Parliament of Man'', is a long way
off, and there is no guarantee that it will ever be realized. But the
divisions which make it so far from realization are not just the divisions
between the superpowers. We cannot do anything about the division
between us and the U.S.S.R. except try to keep those divisions from
destroying the world. But the divisions between us and the Third World
are divisions produced, in significant measure, by injustices for which
we are responsible and which we are in a position to do something about,
if we will.
But injustice, like charity, begins at home. The same hypocrisy and
greed that characterize so many of our actions in Latin America appear
more and more in our relations to poor people, our relations to women
asking for equal pay and professional recognition, our relations to those
concerned about saving our atmosphere, lakes, and national forests,
and, for that matter, in our relations to our middle western blue-collar
workers in steel and the auto industry. Every issue of Common Cause
reports a disgusting flood of special interest legislation, while the news
reports on the radio and the TV include stories of hunger and
malnutrition, for the first time in years, stories of unemployment rates
in excess of 10%, stories of over a million "discouraged workers",
stories of a teen-age unemployment rate in excess of 50% and a black
teen·age unemployment rate described as 'off the chart', stories of black
gains in the 60s and 70s which are now being eroded, and much more.
Granted that often the justice or injustice of specific policies and
programs is controversial, there are two values to which Americans of
almost every political persuasion have long paid lip-service: that every
person who is able to work and wants to work has a 'right to a job', and
the value of 'equality of opportunity' (as opposed to equality of result,
which is highly controversial). Yet both of these 'lip service' values are
openly flouted.
When we take the stand that nothing can be done about high
unemployment rates, and that a whole generation of young people in
their teens and twenties will have to simply wait for better times before
they can hope to have better than a dead-end job (or, in many cases, any
job at all) we are flouting our professed commitment to a 'right to a job'.
Unemployment did not come about by accident, after all: government
decisions to raise interest rates and 'wring out' the economy in order to
bring down the rate of inflation predictably had the effect of throwing
millions out of work and causing the disappearance of entry· level jobs. If
it is right for government to regulate the rate of employment at all (and
'wringing out' the economy is regulating it-regulating it downwards),
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then the government, which is supposedly acting in the interest of the
majority who still have jobs, has a moral obligation to protect and help
the minority which is asked to suffer for the sake of the community. To
ask young people who are unemployed to give up their life chances by
deferring entry into real jobs for five, or ten, or however many, years so
that the middle class won't have to worry about inflation is to ask too
much.
Viewed in these terms, it is not to be wondered at that a young
black, or a working-class white teenager, who is uncmpoyed or washing
dishes or employed in a car-wash place (if there are any car-wash places
that have not replaced their employees by machines) should experience
the combination of total loss of social solidarity and loss of a sense of
moral purpose in life that Durkheim called "anomie". As Durkheim
put it, our society "has not been organized in a way to satisfy the need
for justice which has grown more ardent in our beans." And to
seriously ask the question, what has happened to our professed commitment to equality of opportunity? is already to answer it. Today the
question can, sadly, only be a rhetorical one.
It is not by chance that Durkheim came to view our 'illness' as 'not
of an intellectual sort'. Durkheim worked from the very interesting
hypothesis that the human need from which the moral codes spring is
the need for social solidarity. Even if this is not the only need from which
morality springs (and Durkheim himself mentions an increasing need
for 'development of the personality'), it cannot be doubted that it is a
need, and a central one. Viewing morality as the expression of a deepseated human need, one which was fulfilled in one way by traditional
societies, and which must now, because of the change in the conditions
of our common life, be fulfilled in a different way, at once pushes the
issue of social solidarity, or, as we would say today, the issue of
community, into the center of attention. It shifts the focus from the
question of helping 'others' and bettering individual life chances-the
focus of traditional New Deal liberalism-to a focus in which we sec the
quality of our common life as the subject of concern. As Michael Walzer
has emphasized, it requires a change in our model of politics from a
model in which interest groups form coalitions and fight over the
division of the pic to a model in which we think of ourselves-of all of
us-as a community and of our social, and cultural life as public
busiriess.
There arc many different responses that such a perspective of
community must confront, ranging from Nozickian (or, more moderately, Fricdmanian) libertarianism and 'unfettered capitalism' perspec-
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tives through New Deal liberalism to Marxism-Leninism. I have time to
say something-something very brief-about just two: the perspectives
of Marxism-Leninism and of 'neo-conservativism'.
Marxism-Leninism I have to say something about for an autobiographical reason. I hope I will be forgiven, especially on this
occasion, for autobiography. I was twice in my life-in my high school
days, and again, for several years, during the Vietnam war-a Marxist.
The Marxism of my high school days was largely a reflection of my
father's views at that time, but the Marxism-Leninism of my mature
years was a reaction to the very injustices I have been citing. It seemed
to me, at that time, in my despair over the behavior of this country both
in Latin America and in Vietnam, that only a revolution could put an
end to injustice. I finally abandoned my Marxist-Leninist views when I
realized-this was in 1972-that I would rather be governed by Nixon
than by my own 'comrades'.
What is wrong with the argument that 'it will take a revolution' to
end injustice is that revolutions don't mean an end to injustice. A
Marxist-Leninist revolution-here I follow the advice of Raymond
Aron and look at actual history and actual regimes, and not just at
ideals-replaces one ruling party by a different ruling party-one with
terrible powers, and one which brooks no elections and no opposition
political party. As Djilas told us, such a party becomes in its turn a new
ruling class. The idea that all this will 'wither away' is an empty
promise. The G';'lags, the political prisoners in Cuba, the boat people,
and the Reform Through Labor camps in China arc the reality.
"Why didn't you know all this in 1968?" I will be asked, especially
by my social democratic friends who were never tempted by the vision of
Marxism-Leninism. Well, I did know about the Gulags. That is why I
joined a group that supported no existing state. But I found within the
group itself the same contempt for genuine discussion, the same
manipulation, the same hysterical denunciation of anything that attempted to be principled opposition, that my father had found in the
Communist Party U.S.A. back in the forties. Perhaps I was just dumb.
Certainly I was depressed and desparate.
There is something to be learned from such experiences. Certainly
there is much greed and hypocrisy in our public life. But, when I look
today, I do not find that the blame lies with any one group of people. I
do not find that, individually, the economically and politically powerful
are much worse, morally, than most people arc in their private lives (of
course the actions of a powerful person who also happens to be immoral
can hurt a lot more people than the actions of a bad person who is only a
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father, or a teacher, or a husband or wife). I do not find that there is
some blueprint, or some sketch of a blueprint, which we only have to
impose on society to put an end to injustice, or that the supreme proof of
the greed and hypocrisy of the 'ruling class' is their unwillingness to
implement any such blueprint. The millenial optimism of the Marxisthis belief in the inevitability of progress-coupled with his belief that the
solution is at hand-the truth is transparent, and only 'false consciousness' keeps us from seeing it-together lead to a terrible religion, it
seems to me, the religion of hatred in the name of love.
Neo-conservativism is much more civilized and much less extreme
an ideology than Marxism. Yet, as set forth in the pages of Commentary,
it shares a certain number of premises with Marxism. I don't mean the
antidemocratic premises, I hasten to explain. But a certain deference to
economic theory, and to what economic theory is supposed to show
(Friedman, rather than Marx, is the economist of choice, of course), and
a certain doctrine of inevitability are as characteristic of neoconservativism as they are of Marxism. Neo-conservativism, in its standard
disenchanted we-have-to-live-without-our-old-liberal-illusions form,
holds that unemployment and inequality of opportunity and racial
discrimination are injustices, but not injustices we can do anything
about. There is a cost side to every social program that might be
conceived of to ameliorate them (this is, of course, true) and the costs
always outweigh the benefits, is the argument. (Sometimes it is said that
this wasn't true at the time of the New Deal; it is just that it is true in
present conditions.)
Now, I don't claim to be an economist. I don't know how to secure
full employment without inflation. But if economists tell us, "It's
impossible. If you don't want inflation you will just have to put up with
unemployment for a few years", then I think we should reply, "People
wouldn't accept your pessimism during the Depression, and Keynes
came along. Keynes may not be the answer today. But we need an
answer-a way of avoiding both disastrous levels of inflation and
disastrous levels of unemployment, and especially of avoiding youth
unemployment. Human experience suggests that if we, the public, insist
long enough that this is what we want and need then, surprise!, it will
turn out that there is a way to do it after all." If sociologists, or
economists, or whoever, tell us that there is no way to extend equal
opportunity to blacks and Chicanos and other disadvantaged groups, or
that any attempt would involve a politically unacceptable 'reverse
discrimination', then we should similarly insist that a way be foundnot all at once, of course, but that progress, not regress, be what takes
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place. We are far too ready today to think that we have 'discovered' that
progress was an illusion, and that we have to simply give up. But as
Kant wrote a long time ago, we must live with an ''antinomy of practical
reason". We cannot prove that progress is possible, but our action is
"fantastic, directed to empty, imaginary ends" if we do not postulate
the possibility of progress.
The similarity between Marxism and neoconservativism might be
expressed in the following way: both perspectives say that certain
injustices can't be cured under our present system of political democracy
and mixed economy. The Marxist concludes that we have to overthrow
the present system and the neoconservative concludes that we have to
live with the injustices. But they arc both wrong.
I have already said why the Marxist is wrong. The neoconservative
is wrong because living with the injustices isn't a real option. Even if we
can shut our eyes to the injustices, those who suffer from them cannot.
Social solidarity is falling apart, and the effects-an exponentially
increasing rate of youth suicide in the last fifteen years, to cite just one
statistic-are everywhere apparent. The fin de siecle wisdom that says
that progress is an illusion is the fad of the moment-even Rorty warns
us against trying to be "constructive and progressive". But the fact is
that we do not know that progress is impossible, any more than we know
that progress is inevitable, and we never shall know either thing. A great
Jewish sage once wrote that "It is not given to us to finish the task, but
neither are we permitted not to take it up.'' Emerson or Thoreau might
well have said the same. At our best we have always been a nation with
an unfinished task and an unfashionable faith in progress. Let us return
to our best. Then, perhaps, we may appreciate the wisdom of Durkheim's concluding words in the book I cited, his answer to the question
where a moral code is to come from: "Such a work cannot be
improvised in the silence of the study; it can only arise by itself, little by
little, under the pressure of internal causes which make it necessary. But
the service that thought can render is fixing the goal we must attain.
That is what we have tried to do."
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LECTURE

1

Ethics without Metaphysics

About forty years ago my famous colleague Willard van
Orman Quine, who, alas, passed away in December 2000,
heard a talk at Harvard by a famous philosopher (whom I
shall not name). Quine was asked afterwards what he
thought of the talk, and in his beautifully civilized way he
said very gently, "He paints with a broad brush." Then he
paused, and less kindly added, "and he thinks with one too!"
In this opening lecture, I too shall be "painting with a
broad brush;' trying to explain in a very general way what it
is that I shall be trying to cover in these four lectures. In subsequent lectures, however, I will use a finer brush.

What Do I Mean by "Ontology"?
The title of this set of lectures (Part I) is "Ethics without
Ontology." I know that in Europe (at least in some countries) the word "ontology" is more apt to be associated with
Heidegger's "fundamental ontology" than with the traditional inquiry that goes back to Aristotle's Metaphysics, or
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with the particular inflection that contemporary analytic
philosophy has given to the notion of ontology since the
publication of Quine's famous paper "On What There Is" in
1948. Since, like Heidegger, I am critical of the ontological
tradition (although not exactly for his reasons: Heidegger
never deigned to learn much about analytic philosophy)critical, that is, of what Heidegger scorned as "ontotheology"-and, like Heidegger again, I think that philosophy needs to take the ways of thinking that are indispensable
in everyday life much more seriously than the ontotheological tradition has been willing to do, it might seem
that I must in some way be in Heidegger's camp, or perhaps
be approaching some of Heidegger's conclusions from a
Wittgensteinian direction. But that isn't what I wish to do in
these lectures.
Heidegger was not the only major philosopher in the
twentieth century to value the Lebenswelt, the "life-world,"
and to condemn the tendency of metaphysicians (including
some metaphysicians who call themselves "analytic philosophers") to take it less than seriously. Wittgenstein did so as
well, as did the American pragmatists, especially John
Dewey. Like Dewey's, my own philosophy is strongly fallibilistic, I but like Wittgenstein, and unlike the pragmatists, I
think that one of the most difficult things to do in philosophy is to find a way to uphold the truth in fallibilism without
giving up the game to skepticism. In particular, I join the
pragmatists in utterly rejecting the idea that there is a set of
substantive necessary truths that it is the task of philosophy
to discover, but I no longer think (as I once did) that it
makes sense to affirm, as Quine does, that everything we
presently believe can be revised. 2
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All this is a long-winded way of saying that I shall not be
using the word "ontology" in Heidegger's sense. Ontology, in
the other sense, the more traditional one, is part of metaphysics (at times, for some philosophers, it seems to be virtually the whole of metaphysics), and it is often described as
"the science of Being." The most famous philosophers who
pursued ontology in this traditional sense might be called
"ififlationary" ontologists. In ancient philosophy, the most
famous example of an inflationary ontologist is the Plato
who gave us the Theory of Forms, at least as that theory has
been traditionally interpreted. 3 That interpretation has in
turn given rise to the term "Platonism" as the name for a
particular kind of inflationary ontological view. As this example illustrates, the inflationary ontologist claims to tell us
of the existence of things unknown to ordinary sense perception and to common sense, indeed things that are invisible (somewhat as modern physics informs us of the existence of invisible things, except that the invisible things that
the classical ontologist tells us about, for example "Platonic
Forms;' are quite unknown to modern physical science).
Moreover, these invisible things which the inflationary
ontologist claims to have discovered are supposed to be supremely important. For Plato, in this reading of him, the existence of the Forms, and particularly the Form of the Good,
explains the existence of ethical value and obligation. The
Theory of Forms purports to tell us what the Good Life really is and what Justice really is (and often much else besides).
Inflationary metaphysics, of course, continues right up to
the present period. At the beginning of the twentieth century, for example, G. E. Moore's celebrated Principia Ethica
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announced that what ethical judgments are really about is a
single, supersensible quality he called good. (Moore called it
a "non-natural" quality.) Not only is good supposed to be invisible to the senses and undetectable by the natural sciences, it is also "simple;' according to Moore's theory-that
is, not analyzable in terms of other properties or qualities. In
this respect, it was supposed to be like the color yellow, although (as Moore pointed out) yellow is a natural (in fact a
sensible) quality, whereas the allegedly unitary and simple
quality of good is not. And for Moore, just as for the
Platonist (although Moore's ethical theory was quite different from any Platonic one), it is by a special intuition of the
supersensible object (in Moore's theory, an intuition of
which states of affairs possess the greatest amount of good)
that we determine the correct ethical judgments.
Before I go any farther, let me make a remark by way of
orientation. What is wrong with "Platonic" metaphysics, or
with G. E. Moore's inflationary metaphysics, by my lights,
isn't the idea that there are some persons, traits of character,
activities, situations, etc., that can correctly be described as
"good:' And anyone who has read Plato's Republic or
Moore's Principia Ethica knows that there are moments of
great and valuable insight into which activities, persons, and
traits of character are good in those works. I don't for one
moment mean to suggest that one cannot learn an enormous amount from the writings of even the most inflationary metaphysicians. But when one thinks that one has
explained why some persons, traits of character, activities,
and states of affairs are good by postulating something
"non-natural;' something mysterious and sublime standing
invisibly behind the goodness of the persons, actions, situa-
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tions, etc., in question, one thereby commits oneself to a
form of monism in the sense that one reduces (or imagines
one has reduced) all ethical phenomena, all ethical problems, all ethical questions, indeed all value problems, to just
one issue, the presence or absence of this single super-thing
Good.
Not surprisingly, ethicists, starting with Aristotle, responded by pointing out that there are many questions concerning ethics, not only questions about good but questions
about virtue, which cannot be usefully answered by talking
about "the Form of the Good;'4 and, as eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century ethicists were to add, questions about
duty, questions about obligation, and so on; and the assumption that all the many sorts of questions that there are
in Ethics can be reduced to one single question is quite
unjustified. The idea with which a particular inflationary
metaphysician is enchanted may throw real light on some
questions, but all the questions outside the circle of light are
typically plunged into darkness.
Of course, inflationary metaphysicians do not restrict
themselves to ethics; we also have metaphysical explanations
of the nature of mathematics, metaphysical explanations of
the whole course of history (Hegel), and of much else besides.
Besides inflationary metaphysics, I want now to mention
two other, deflationary rather than inflationary, ways of
ontologizing that are found in the history of philosophy. I
shall call them reductionism and eliminationism. The reductionist ontologist, as the name suggests, says that "A is
nothing but B;' or that so-and-sos are nothing but suchand-suches-for example, "goodness is nothing but plea-
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sure" or "properties are nothing but names"; or, coming to
more recent versions: "ethical utterances are nothing but expressions of feeling," "physical objects are nothing but logical constructions out of sensations:' Nominalism, one famous kind of deflationary ontology, was traditionally the
denial of the existence of such things as properties. Very often it took the reductionist form just described, as in "properties (or 'universals; as they were called) are nothing but
names that we apply to a number of different things." But
nominalism may take a different form. Another sort of
nominalist may say, "I don't claim that properties are general names; I claim that there aren't any such things as properties or universals; there are only particular things, including particular names or particular sensations or particular
images in the mind:' This sort of nominalist is an eliminationist-an eliminationist with respect to properties. Similarly, someone who says the following is an eliminationistan eliminationist with respect to good: "I don't say that good
is pleasure, or even long-run pleasure, or the greatest pleasure of the greatest number over the longest time; there isn't
such a thing. Whenever we call anything good we make the
mistake of supposing that there is such a property at all:'5
Likewise, someone who says "There aren't any such things as
numbers or sets or functions or other 'mathematical entities; mathematics is a kind of make-believe" is an eliminationist-an eliminationist with respect to mathematical
objects. 6 In short, the eliminationist, like the reductionist,
says that there are nothing but so-and-sos, where the soand-sos are a very small part of what we normally purport
to talk about-that is why I refer to both reductionism and
eliminationism as deflationary ontological strategies-but
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unlike the reductionist he does not say that this is so because
the things we purport to talk about (properties as opposed
to names, in the case of the traditional metaphysical debate
about "universals"; value, duty, obligation, virtue, etc., in the
ethical case; numbers and functions and sets in the mathematical case) are really so-and-sos, or that talk about the
things we purport to talk about is somehow "reducible" to
talk of so-and-sos (to talk of names, or sense data, or pleasure, or elementary particles, for example); he says that our
ordinary talk is cognitively just as mistaken as talk of alchemy, or phlogiston, or witches. The reductionist's aim is to
show us what we are "really" saying (and that what we are
really saying is compatible with his minimalist ontology);
the eliminationist's aim is to show us that we are talking
about mythical entities. But both are deflationists. Perhaps
the two most famous deflationary ontologists in the history
of philosophy were Democritus, on the one hand (There is
nothing but atoms and the void), and Berkeley on the other
(There is nothing but spirits and their ideas, i.e., minds and
their sensations)-and they spawned both reductionist
and eliminationist versions of, respectively, materialism and
idealism. When in the last of these four lectures I present
an obituary on the project of Ontology, it will be an obituary
on all of these versions, the deflationary as well as the
inflationary.
In place of Ontology (note the capital "0"), I shall be defending what one might call pragmatic pluralism, the recognition that it is no accident that in everyday language we
employ many different kinds of discourses, discourses subject to different standards and possessing different sorts of
applications, with different logical and grammatical fea-
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tures-different "language games" in Wittgenstein's senseno accident because it is an illusion that there could be just
one sort of language game which could be sufficient for the
description of all of reality!
My pragmatic pluralism may, perhaps, make it clear why I
reject eliminationism in both its materialist, or Democritean, form and its idealist, or Berkleyan, form; but why
will I be rejecting inflationary (for example, "Platonic")
metaphysics? My answer is that I hold, with the pragmatists
and again with Wittgenstein, that pragmatic pluralism does
not require us to find mysterious and supersensible objects
behind our language games; the truth can be told in language games that we actually play when language is working,
and the inflations that philosophers have added to those language games are examples, as Wittgenstein said-using a
rather pragmatist turn of phrase-of "the engine idling."?
But since my purpose in this opening lecture is only to indicate how I am using the term "ontology," I will stop here for
the moment.

How I Understand "Ethics"
I am not going to understand "ethics" as the name of a system of principles-although principles (for example, the
Golden Rule, or its sophisticated successor, the Categorical
Imperative) are certainly a part of ethics-but rather as a
system of interrelated concerns, concerns which I see as mutually supporting but also in partial tension. When I use it
without "shudder quotes:' I shall not give the word "ethics"
such a wide sense as to say, with "sociobiologists:' for example, that "ethics" is present in all human cultures because in
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all cultures there are individuals who are prepared to
sacrifice for the survival of the community. The human capacity for loyalty to something larger than the individual,
something at least as large as the community, is indeed a presupposition of ethics, as I shall be using the term, but the exercise of that capacity is compatible, for example, with an
"ethics" (note the shudder quotes!) that sees (not concern
for the welfare of others but) courage and "manly prowess"
as the chief virtues. The glorification of warfare and machismo may, indeed, be older in the history of human cultures than the emphasis on alleviating suffering regardless of
the class or gender of the sufferer, but it is this latter outlook,
which has deep roots in the great religious traditions of the
world-not in only the religious traditions of the West, but
in Islam, Confucianism, Hinduism, and Buddhism as wellto which I shall refer by the name "ethics." In fact, what I call
"ethics" is precisely the morality that Nietzsche deplored,
and regarded as a weakness or even a sickness (which is not
to accuse Nietzsche of thinking that an ethics of machismo
and physical courage would today be anything but a ridiculous throwback).
While there are an indefinitely large number of concerns
that have come to be associated with ethics in this sensethe ethics of compassion, especially since the rise of modern
democracy-I can perhaps best indicate at least some of the
central concerns, perhaps the most central, by mentioning
the names of three philosophers, though in reverse historical
order: Levinas, Kant, and Aristotle. I mention Levinas first
because my title, "Ethics without Ontology:' could well have
been the title of one of Levinas's works. The theme at the
center of Levinas's philosophy is, indeed, that all attempts to
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reduce ethics to a theory of being, or to base ethics upon a
theory of being, upon ontology, either in the traditional
sense or in the Heideggerian sense, are disastrous failures. 8
For Levinas, the irreducible foundation of ethics is my immediate recognition, when confronted with a suffering fellow human being, that [have an obligation to do something.
To be sure, as Levinas is well aware, none of us can help all of
the other suffering human beings, and the obligation to help
a particular human being may be overridden by the obligation to help what he calls "the third:' But not to feel the obligation to help the sufferer at all, not to recognize that if I
can, I must help, or to feel that obligation only when the suffering person I am confronted with is nice, or sympathetic, or
someone [ can identify with, is not to be ethical at all, no matter how many principles one may be guided by or willing to
give one's life for. 9
I mentioned Kant. To be sure, my attack on inflationary
ontology can be seen as being in a Kantian spirit, for Kant
was, of the great modern philosophers, the first to renounce
the traditional metaphysical project of describing the world
as it is «in itself;' that is to say, precisely the project of ancient, as well as contemporary, ontology. But Kant we might
describe as being an inflationary ontologist contre lui, for, although he renounces the traditional project of ontology, he
does so on the basis of a theory of the powers of the minda theory which is supposedly prior to metaphysics, but
which (as Hegel already saw) is riddled with metaphysics
through and through. All of Kant's fundamental psychological distinctions-for example, his sharp separation (at least
in the first and second Critique) of Reason and Inclination,
and his belief that someone guided by Inclination is simply
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subject to deterministic forces, while someone guided by
Reason will ipso facto want to live by rules which any "rational" person could legislate for him- or herself-are, indeed,
perfect examples of what I have been calling "inflationary
ontology." However, this is not the side of Kant I want to
praise. It is rather the Categorical Imperative (not, indeed, as
a practical guide-as a guide it scarcely goes beyond the
Golden Rule-but as a powerful statement of the idea that
ethics is universal, that, insofar as ethics is concerned with
the alleviation of suffering, it is concerned with the alleviation of everyone's suffering, or if it is concerned with positive
well-being, it is concerned with everybody's positive wellbeing) that I think is Kant's great achievement in the area of
moral philosophy.
Again, I don't want to claim that this comes into ethics
with Kant; I think that the ideas of moral equality and universal moral concern are already present in the Jerusalembased religions 10 (they are implicit in the idea that every human being is made in the image of God) .11 These ideas are
also seen in Confucianism, for example in the endless concern of Confucius (and of other Chinese philosophers as
well) with the problems (including unemployment, war, and
poverty) of the humblest people, and the fact that Chinese
thinkers seem to tell us both that anyone can be a sage and
that no one is a sageY (Similar examples can be given in
Hinduism and Buddhism.) Nor was Kant the first to treat
the idea of equality philosophically; as Martha Nussbaum
has pointed out, one can find powerful formulations in ancient Stoicism. 13 But after Stoicism, with the increasing valorization of the Roman Empire (and later the monarchial nation-state), the idea of universal ethical equality was largely
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lost for more than a millennium, to reappear in the Enlightenment, and as an idea that stirred the whole age, in the
French Revolution; and it was Kant who, above all, formulated the idea, the theme of universalism, in the most compelling way for his time, and for subsequent times as well.
Aristotle too was on my list. Although Aristotle was
turned into a universalist (or "cosmopolitan") thinker by the
Stoics and later philosophers, I myself do not find in Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics, wonderful as that book is, a clear
concern with universal community. Rather, Aristotle's ethics
is concerned with the question, "What is the nature of the
most admirable human life?" And while we do not need to
agree with Book X of the Nicomachean Ethics that there is
just one kind of human life that is most admirable, while we
can recognize that there are many different forms of human
flourishing, and at best a partial ordering of types of human
flourishing, it still seems to me that the Nicomachean Ethics
constitutes the classical meditation (in every sense of the
word "classical") on the question, "What makes a human life
admirable?" In particular, the great Aristotelian definition of
human flourishing (eudaimonia) as "the activity of the psyche-the whole human mind and spirit-according to virtue in the complete life;' I find as profound today as it must
have been two-plus millennia ago. 14
There are tensions between the concern of Levinasian
ethics, which is situational in the extreme, and the concerns
of Kant and Aristotle. Levinas's thought experiment is always to imagine myself confronted with one single suffering
human being, ignoring for the moment the likelihood that I
am already under obligation to many other human beings. I
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am supposed to feel the obligation to help this human being,
an obligation which I am to experience not as the obligation
to obey a principle, as a Kantian would, but as an obligation
to that human being. Kant's concern, that I have at least one
universal principle-the principle of always treating the humanity in another person as an end, and not merely as a
means-a principle which I am not willing to allow to be
overridden by considerations of utility, obviously pulls in a
different direction, and both the Levinasian concern with
the immediate recognition of the other and the Kantian
concern with principle have been seen as being in conflict
with the Aristotelian concern with human flourishing.
But that is not the way I see things. The tension is real, but
so is the mutual support. Kantian ethics, I have argued lS (as
Hegel already argued) is, in fact, empty and formal unless we
supply it with content precisely from Aristotelian and
Levinasian and yet other directions. (Among those other directions, one might mention today concerns with democracy, concerns with toleration, concerns with pluralism, and,
of course, still many others.) And Levinas is right to remind
us that even if the ethical person acts in accordance with the
Categorical Imperative, her focus is not on the Kantian principle as an abstract rule, but on the particular other person
she is trying to help.
Most ethicists, however, down to the present day, still opt
for one or another of the concerns I have listed, or perhaps
opt simply for the Utilitarian concern with maximizing
pleasure (the greatest pleasure of the greatest number for the
longest period of time, or some successor to that formula)
and try either to deny the ethical significance of the other
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concerns or else to reduce them to their favorite concern. It
is as if they wanted to see ethics as a noble statue standing at
the top of a single pillar.
My image is rather different. My image would be of a table with many legs. We all know that a table with many legs
wobbles when the floor on which it stands is not even, but
such a table is very hard to turn over, and that is how I see
ethics: as a table with many legs, which wobbles a lot, but is
very hard to turn over.

Practical Problems
At this point, I want to bring another philosopher, and not
just another concern but a different conception altogether,
into the picture, and that philosopher is John Dewey. Dewey
has written on virtually all aspects of ethics, and on all the
historic figures, and, like Kant (but unlike virtually all contemporary ethicists), has written a major work on aesthetics,
but I shall focus on just one feature of his thought. 16 What I
want to stress from Dewey is the idea of ethics as concerned
with the solution of practical problems. But, given the caricatures of Pragmatism that one encounters, I must immediately say that "practical problems" here means simply "problems we encounter in practice;' specific and situated
problems, as opposed to abstract, idealized, or theoretical
problems. "Practical" does not mean "instrumental;' although instrumental thinking is part of what the solution of
a practical problem typically involves. What is important is
that practical problems, unlike the idealized thought experiments of the philosophers, are typically "messy." They do
not have clear-cut solutions, but there are better and worse
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ways of approaching a given practical problem. One cannot
normally expect to find a "scientific" solution to a practical
problem, in the sense of "scientific" for which physics is the
paradigm, and usually not even in the sense in which the
statistical investigations in the social sciences are paradigmatic "scientific" investigations, although when the problems are large-scale social problems, social scientific investigations are certainly a necessary part of the investigation, as
Dewey stressed. What I want to spend a moment on is the
connection, to which I shall return in lecture 4, between the
controversiality of many ethical views, and the fact that those
views typically arise as responses to practical problems.
When I speak of "controversiality," I do not have in mind
controversies provoked by questions of a sweeping skeptical
nature, for instance, "Why should I care about suffering at
am" I do not believe that someone who stands outside the
whole circle of related concerns I have described as constitutive of ethics can be brought to share anyone of them by argument alone, and if such a one were brought to act ethically by the force of a non-ethical reason, although the
conduct that resulted might be "ethical," the person would
not have become an ethical person (not at that stage, anyway). Historically, I think that the "macho" ethics, the ethics
of "courage and manly prowess" that I described earlier, was
only superseded when large numbers of people began to see
that someone who refused to play that game was not necessarily a "wimp." It was the great moral exemplars of the
world-the Buddha, Moses, Confucius, Jesus, Socrates, and
many others-who demonstrated in life that there could be
glory-glory, and yes, dignity-in siding with the victims of
plunder and conquest, with the poor and downtrodden,
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rather than with the heroic Roman general, or the Viking
chieftain, or whatever. But the fact that there is no way of
justifying standing within the ethical life from outside does
not mean that reason and justification have no place within
the ethical life. They are necessary within the ethical life for
the obvious reason that people who share the concerns I described as constitutive of ethics still often find themselves in
disagreement.
Some philosophers have suggested that the persistence of
disagreement is, indeed, reason to think there is no truth or
justification to be found in ethics (for some reason, they do
not usually suggest that the persistence of disagreement in
philosophy, including disagreement about this very question,
mea~s that philosophical views-of which their own view is
an example-are neither true nor justified). And often they
support this suggestion by painting a rosy picture of factual
disagreement, in which all factual disagreements are said to
be such that we can "converge" on a right answer, such that
we can reach consensus. They give this rosy picture a shade
of plausibility by providing examples of disagreements in
exact science, theoretical disagreements about the explanation of reproducible phenomena. But-and this is the point
I want to emphasize-it isn't just that ethical disagreements
aren't like that, practical disagreements in general aren't like
that, even when they are not ethical, or not obviously ethical.
Putative solutions to practical problems are controversial
(unless they are put in practice and succeed to the satisfaction of all those involved), for a whole series of reasons,
some of which I shall discuss in lecture 4.
One last observation before I leave this topic: when a
practical problem is successfully solved, there is still often
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controversy as to whether the successful solution can be generalized to the next problem that seems similar; for the degree and significance of the similarity are typically controversial as well! What Dewey concluded from all this, early
and late, was the following:
The aim of philosophy in general, and ethics in
particular, should not be infallibility (or a set of
eternal theoretical truths). The philosopher who
wrote that "Philosophy recovers itself when it ceases
to be a device for dealing with the problems of
philosophers and becomes a method, cultivated by
philosophers, for dealing with the problems of
men"i? emphasized throughout his long life that
philosophies arise out of time-bound reactions to
specific problems faced by human beings in given
cultural circumstances. If a philosopher can
contribute to the reasoned resolution of some of the
problems of his or her time, that is no small
achievement, and that some of her assumptions will
in the future no doubt have to be qualified or even
rejected is only to be expected. Our task as
philosophers isn't to achieve "immortality:'
2. In particular, the ethical recommendations that
Dewey himself made were either addressed to
specific problems-especially to problems of
democratic education-or, if they were general, they
were methodological. i8 If we can improve the way we
deal with specific evils, with the hunger and violence
and inequality that mar our world, we need not be
disappointed if we cannot distill out from our

1.
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dealings a textbook of universal ethical truths that
will infallibly guide all future generations.

Conclusion
In this opening lecture I have explained my terms, and I have
just laid out a conception of ethics as concerned with the solution of practical problems, guided by many mutually supporting but not fully reconcilable concerns. It is, I think,
clear that this conception is not one that lends itself to
inflationary or reductive nor yet to nominalistic ontologizing. That is not yet an argument that something is wrong
with the project of ontology as such; the ontologist, or some
ontologists anyway, may well retort: "So much the worse for
ethics." If I am to justify the title of my final lecture in Part I,
"Ontology: An Obituary," I must now leave the topic of ethics (I will be touching on it again in the third and fourth lectures, however), and turn to ontology, to an examination of
what we are doing when we say that various sorts of entities
"exist:' I shall begin that examination in my next lecture, in
which I explain a doctrine I call "Conceptual Relativity." It
has evoked controversy, as the title of that lecture perhaps
indicates: "A Defense of Conceptual Relativity."

A Defense of Conceptual Relativity

In the previous lecture I painted a picture of our ethical life,
and I suggested that that picture accords ill with the ambitions of ontologists of all the varieties that I listed. But now
the time has come to exchange the broad brush with which I
painted my picture for a set of much finer brushes, to provide, in short, a much more detailed case against Ontology
(especially in its contemporary analytic version) before I
pronounce my obituary on the subject at the end of Part 1.
What I want to do here is describe in some detail two
phenomena that ontologists have always had enormous
difficulty in accommodating. I shall call them conceptual rel-

ativity and conceptual pluralism. (A third, which I shall not
discuss in this volume, I but which ontologists also have great
difficulty in acknowledging, is the familiar phenomenon of
vagueness.) I begin with conceptual relativity.

Conceptual Relativity
One great philosopher who described at least a special case
of the phenomenon of conceptual relativity was Kant. I am
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this immense class of non-deductive inferences has never
been formalized in the way that deductive inference has, and
I myself see no reason to think that it could be. But deduction and non-deductive inference, of whatever sort, have this
in common: they are exercises in reasoning. And what leads
to "Platonizing" is yielding to the temptation to find mysterious entities which somehow guarantee or stand behind
correct judgments of the reasonable and the unreasonable.
In my next and final lecture in this series I will discuss
ethical judgments, and then will come back to the supposed
philosophical subject of Ontology-which I have been discussing implicitly all along as well, by arguing that it doesn't
do anything for us in ethics or philosophy of mathematics or
philosophy of logic or theory of scientific method-and
pronounce an "obituary" upon it.
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In the previous lecture I said that logical statements and
methodological value judgments could be described as
"judgments of the reasonable and the unreasonable:' But
most ethical judgments are also judgments of the reasonable
and the unreasonable-not in the Platonic sense, the sense
of what is required by Reason conceived of as a transcendent
metaphysical faculty, but in the sense of what is and what is
not reasonable given the concerns of the ethical life, as I described them in my first lecture. Of course, it sometimes
happens that when people disagree-for example, on the extent to which a given society should be a "welfare state"one side in the dispute is simply using ethical language as a
rhetorical cover for self-interest; but it would be arrogant
and unfair to suppose that this is always the case. It can also
be the case that both parties in the dispute are genuinely
kind, sympathetic, and concerned for the common welfare
(not as something dogmatically defined in advance, but as
something open to discussion and argument), and that what
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they disagree upon is how it is reasonable for people with
these very concerns to act in a particular concrete situation.
I have two purposes in comparing such ethical judgments
to methodological value judgments: to point out, first, that
those forms of extreme "naturalism" that deny all objectivity
to ethical valuings should, in consistency, deny all objectivity
to methodological valuings as well-a position that (pace
Richard Rorty!)l no one should embrace. 2 My second purpose is to suggest that the point that "the question is the objectivity of the discourse in question, and not the existence
of some realm of non-natural objects"3 applies to valuings in
general, and not only to philosophy of logic and mathematics. If ethical statements are, as I urge, forms of reflection
that are as fully governed by norms of truth and validity as
any other form of cognitive activity, the reason is that
reflection on how it is reasonable to act given the overall
concerns of the ethical life-even with all the tensions between those concerns that I mentioned in my first lectureis subject to the same standards of fallibilistic inquiry that all
practical reasoning is subject to,4 and the notions of truth
and validity are internal to practical reasoning itself.

Ethical Judgments

So now we have come (as I promised we would) to the case
of ethical statements.
The first thing I want to say is that if Wittgenstein was
right in saying that "mathematics is a motley;' then ethics is,
so to speak, a motley squared. This may explain why philosophers who write about the subject so often ignore vast tracts
of ethical judgment. There are many different kinds of ethi-
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cal judgments. For example, there are ethical judgments
which involve praise or blame and ethical judgments which
have nothing to do with praise and blameS (an example of
the latter, which is of historical importance, is the judgment
that the Lisbon earthquake of 1755 was a very bad thing; this
is also a counterexample to the idea that all ethical judgments have the function of "prescribing" conduct); there are
ethical judgments which imply "oughts" and ethical judgments which do not imply "oughts"; and there are a host of
ethical judgments which are not happily formulated using
the moral philosopher's favorite words, ought, must, mustn't,
good, bad, right, wrong, duty, and obligation-the idea that
all ethical issues can be expressed in this meager vocabulary
is a form of philosophical blindness. 6 In addition, the concerns of ethics range from the statement of very abstract
principles, such as principles of human rights, to the solution of situated and highly specific practical problems.?
I have said that logical truths are not descriptions. One
cannot say equally simply that ethical truths are not descriptions, because it is a matter of which ethical statements one
has in mind. The statement that "Vlad the Impaler was an
exceptionally cruel monarch;' or the statement that "The
cruelties of the regime provoked a number of rebellions;'
statements one can imagine encountering in a work of history, are descriptions; they are descriptions of, respectively,
Vlad the Impaler and the causes of certain historical events,
certain rebellions. (They are not, of course, descriptions of
Plato's "Forms.") But "Terrorism is criminal" and "Wifebeating is wrong" aren't descriptions; they are simply evaluations that convey moral condemnation. (The historian's
statements may also do this, to a certain extent, but I doubt

74

ETHICS WITHOUT ONTOLOGY

that the purpose of the historian would be to perform
the speech-act of "condemning" these long-dead persons;
rather, his aim is to make the historical events intelligible,
and to do this he employs a description which is itself made
available by a moral point of view.)8 Indeed, I don't think
"The Lisbon earthquake was a terrible event" is likely to have
been a description-although it might be if offered in response to the question, "Was the Lisbon earthquake a bad
one?"-but as normally used by people who already know
the magnitude of the Lisbon earthquake, this sentence is yet
another sort of moral evaluation, one which assesses the
moral significance of an event without assigning praise or
blame.
In short (and here I will find it convenient to use the term
valuings as a general term for value judgments of every sort),
my position isn't simply that "valuings are not descriptions";
my position is that some valuings, in fact, some ethical
valuings, are descriptions (though not of anything "nonnatural"), and some valuings are not descriptions. Valuings
do not contrast simply with descriptions; there is an overlap,
in my view, between the class of descriptions and the class of
valuings.
There is, however, a further issue to be discused, one that
is inescapable in any discussion of the issue about whether
we should or shouldn't seek a metaphysical foundation for
ethics, and that is the fact that ethical claims are so frequently controversial. If ethical claims are objective-or,
better, to use the language Conant employed in describing
my position, if they are bona fide instances of assertoric discourse, forms of reflection that are as fully governed by
norms of truth and validity as any other form of cognitive
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activity-how is it that we so often can't agree on which
ones are true?

The Question of Ethical Disagreement
There is a way in which the cards are regularly "stacked"
when this question is asked; it is assumed, that is, that questions of fact are, by their very nature, such that we can come
to agreement about them (and perhaps such that we even
tend to come into agreement about them). This idea was,
famously, made the centerpiece of C. S. Peirce's version of
pragmatism. This idea is, I think, quite unwarranted, as is
the idea that all ethical questions are, by their very nature,
controversial.
First of all, there are ethical issues about which people
who stand within the ethical life at all do agree. That killing
of the innocent, cheating, robbery, etc., are wrong is something accepted by morally conscious people ever}'Where. But
the disagreement comes about for a reason I pointed out in
my first lecture: that real ethical questions are a species of
practical question, and practical questions dou't only involve
valuings, they involve a complex mixture ot philosophical
beliefs, religious beliefs, and factual beliefs as well. Consider,
for example, the controversy about abortion-a controversy
which is often cited as an example of purely ethical disagreement (and, moreover, "in principle irresolvable" ethical disagreement).9 Disagreements about the morality of abortion
are usually also disagreements about the question of just
when a fetus becomes a person-sometimes this is put in
metaphysical terms, as "When does the fetus acquire a soul?"
To assume that the irresolvability-if it is irresolvable-of
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the question of the legitimacy of abortion is simply an example of the "irresolvability" of ethical disputes, and not, for
example, an example of the irresolvability of metaphysical
disputes, is, on the face of it, unwarranted.
We needn't consider cases of religious disagreement to
make the same point; many practical questions involve factual estimates on which it is difficult if not impossible to
ever get convergence. Whether, for example, a fully socialist
society-that is, one which did not allow large private businesses and corporations-could exist and be peaceful, economically successful, and democratic, is, by anybody's lights,
an empirical question, but it is an empirical question on
which we are unlikely to ever get agreement, unless, that is,
such a society actually comes into existence at some time,
and is peaceful, economically successful, and democratic.
(We all know that there have been fully socialist societies
which were neither economically successful nor democratic,
but that hardly settles the possibility-question to the satisfaction of all social thinkers.) If the power of pro-capitalist
forces is sufficiently great to prevent such a society from ever
being tried again in the future, or if socialist experiments are
tried only in impoverished and backward countries, and fail
there, it is unlikely that there will ever be agreement on
"what would have happened if." And even in cases where the
relevant experiment is tried-not, of course, the experiment
of a fully socialist society, but some other social experiment-and the experiment is successful, questions as to
whether the same thing would work the next time, or in the
next case, are frequently highly controversial, and the model
of everyone ultimately converging to one view has, as far as I
can see, no relation to reality. What we can tell at best, if we

try something in connection with a social problem and it
works well-for example, if a national health plan, of the
kind that exists in many European countries, continues to
work well in most of those countries-it is unlikely to be
conceded by those who oppose such a plan that it would
work well in the United States. And, while I myself am
strongly in favor of having such a plan in the United States, I
do recognize that there are cases in which something works
well in one country and the "same" thing does not work well
in another country. In short, my view is that the impossibility of getting clean-cut "verifications" that something is the
right thing to do, even when the success-criteria are agreed
upon-unless, that is, you have actually done it, and it has
"worked" to everyone's satisfaction-is a general feature of
practical problem resolution. If we see ethical decision as
a special case of practical decision, as I argued in my first
lecture, then we should not be surprised or dismayed by the
extent to which controversy arises in connection with it.
As is obvious, I have not, in these last remarks or in Part I
as a whole, attempted to discuss all the issues that I have discussed in other places, in particular, the issues that I discuss
in The Collapse of the Fact/Value Dichotomy. What I have
been concerned to do just now and in the previous lecture is
to speak about one metaphysical reason that has led many
philosophers to deny the objectivity of ethical judgment,
namely that it doesn't fit the picture of "description of natural facts." I have argued that, indeed, it is right that certain
crucial ethical statements are not descriptions, but that that
is no reason for classifying them as outside the range of
the notions of truth and falsity, good and bad argument, and
the like. To recognize that there can be "objectivity without
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objects;' and that a bona fide statement is not necessarily a
description, is essential to clear thinking about these issues.

The Revival of Ontology by Quine
So far I have argued that the denial of the possibility of objective judgment in any of the cases in which we have objectivity without objects has disastrous consequences. For example, the metaphysical reasons which are offered for
denying the very possibility of objective ethical judgment (as
I have argued in a number of places, and briefly argued in
this volume as well) would equally imply the impossibility
of objective methodological value judgments, and thereby
threaten the objectivity of science itself; on the other hand,
in each of these cases, to account for the objectivity of
the discourse in question by positing non-natural objects
(even if they are called "abstract entities") is to offer a
pseudo-explanation. In addition, attempts at explaining the
objectivity of the various discourses I have discussed by reducing those discourses to other (supposedly "unproblematic") discourses are also well known to have failed.
If, then, Ontology in all three of the forms I distinguisht'd
in my opening lecture-inflationary, reductionist, and elin ,inationist-has been a failure, "How come;' the reader may
wonder, "it is precisely in analytic philosophy-a kind of
philosophy that, for many years, was hostile to the very word
'ontology'-that Ontology flourishes?"
If we ask when Ontology became a respectable subject for
an analytic philosopher to pursue, the mystery disappears. It
became respectable in 1948, when Quine published a famous paper titled "On What There IS:'10 It was Quine who
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single-handedly made Ontology a respectable subject. (In
the Continental tradition, of course, the word "ontology"
was employed by Heidegger, but, as I discussed briefly in the
first lecture, not in the very traditional sense-which
Heidegger scorned as "ontotheology"-in which Quine consciously used it.)!!
Although there are many difficult issues about the exact
interpretation of that great essay (as there are about the major writings of any great philosopher), I can tell you just how
bowled over I was when I read it as a first-year graduate student in 1948-49; and I think my reaction was not untypical.
What was impressive, in my eyes, wasn't the technical criterion of "ontological commitment" in that paper, a criterion
to which so many pages of commentary by so many philosophers have been devoted. What was impressive were one or
two very simple-seeming arguments. First, Quine called our
attention to the fact that we use the word "exist" in mathematics-or, if you want to quibble about whether this is really a characteristic or essential feature of mathematics,
Quine said, virtually in these words,!2 "All right, I'll give you
the word 'exist; and just stick to 'there are.'" Who could deny
that we say things like "There are prime numbers greater
than a million"? and "For every n there are prime numbers
greater than n"? (Saying such things is called "quantifying
over numbers" by Quine.)
(That we don't say, "There are numbers" simpliciter in
mathematics did not seem important to me then, of course.)
Second, Quine pointed to two ways one might try to minimize the significance of the fact-of which he had just convinced me-that in mathematics one speaks as if numbers
exist (speaks as if there are numbers). One way of minimiz-

80

ETHICS WITHOUT ONTOLOGY

ing the significance of the fact that we "quantify over numbers" is to say that speaking this way is "just a manner of
speaking" without showing any way of explaining the supposed "mere fa~on de parler" in any other terms. Put like
that, it sounds like a form of philosophical cheating, mere
"hand-waving." (The Heideggerian strategy of simply denying that science has any serious significance for our understanding of "Being" is another form of such hand-waving.)
The other way is to provide a genuine replacement, a substitute for, the fa~on de parler in some other idiom. And this
can be done: for the numbers it is possible to substitute certain sets of sets of ... -for short, certain set-theoretic constructions-to the satisfaction of mathematicians. For
mathematical purposes, all mathematical entities can be
"identified with" (i.e., replaced by) certain sets. So someone
who is willing to "posit" (a term Quine used in key places in
"On What There Is") sets, but refuses to posit numbers in
addition to sets, does not have to "cheat" or "wave his
hands"-he can say, "This is exactly how I will replace my
talk of 'numbers' if you challenge me; but for everyday purposes, such as counting my change, I will go on talking of
'numbers.'" In effect, Quine said: "If you are going to claim
that talk of so-and-sos (I have used numbers as my example,
but the point is quite general) is a mere 'manner of speaking; then show me how to replace the manner of speaking. If
you can't, you are cheating:'
Well, it is possible to replace talk of numbers with talk of
sets. But what about sets? Here Quine is a reluctant Platonist
("I have felt that if I must come to terms with Platonism, the
least I can do is keep it extensional").13 He is a Platonist because physics needs mathematics, and so, if he is going to as-
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sert the propositions of our best contemporary science, he
will find himself quantifying over sets. And to say "I quantify over them, but I am not saying they really exist" would
be just another form of the hand-waving that it was the
point of "On What There Is" to forswear.
As a 22-year-old graduate student-and for a long time
thereafter-I was utterly convinced! To be a good philosopher (and part of being a good philosopher is, of course, to
take science seriously) I must face up to the need to accept
"the existence of abstract entities."

Problems in the Desert Landscape
But a number of problems were hidden just below the surface of the simple-seeming argument I have rehearsed here.
We have just seen that ontology was made respectable, in analytic philosophy, by Quine's idea that you could read it off
of the existential commitments of your theory, which he
thought was the unified scientific theory of everything. But
we have also seen that if you leave Quine's scientism to one
side, you will realize that we don't have a single, unified theory of the world off of which to read our ontology. It is true,
for example, that numbers can be "identified with" sets. But,
as I pointed out in the second lecture, they can also be
identified with functions (as they were, for example, by
Alonzo Church in his "calculi of lambda-conversion").
These different ways of formalizing mathematics do not have
any metaphysical significance at all, to the working mathematician at least. What attitude should we take to these
"equivalent optional languages;' as I called them? This question is one concerning which Quine subsequently vacillated,
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by his own admission. 14 I have argued in this volume that to
suppose that there is a serious question of "the real existence
of sets" is silly.
Moreover, at a certain point I pointed out (and my suggestion was worked out in a much more extensive way first
by Charles Parsons and more recently by Geoffrey Hellman)
that we can avoid quantifying over abstract entities in mathematics entirely, by formalizing mathematics in a modal logical language, one which takes as primitive (mathematical)
possibility and necessity. Quine, in writings late in his life,
became aware of this, and rejected it for an interesting reason-rejected it, not as an impossible formalization of
mathematics, but as one that makes ontological commitments
unclear. IS In other words, unless you formalize mathematics
in precisely the kind of logic to which his criterion of ontological commitment applies, then you are somehow cheating! The very idea that the modalities have (or may have)
hidden "ontological commitments" shows just how deep the
Platonist bug had bitten Quine by this time.
But I want now to focus on a different, and much more
generally intelligible issue-as I fear this talk of the "ontological commitments of mathematics" may not be. What of
the "ontological commitments" of non-scientific language?

Ontology and Non-Scientific Language
We say such things as this: "Some passages in Kant's writing
are difficult to interpret." No one has proposed a replacement
for such talk (in the sense in which identifying numbers
with certain sets is suggesting a replacement for quantification over "unreduced" numbers). No doubt, Quine himself
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would agree that some passages in Kant's wntmg are
difficult to interpret. So shouldn't Quine, by just the reasoning of "On What There Is;' agree that he is committed to the
existence of such things as "passages which are difficult to interpret," and, more generally, of such things as correct and
incorrect interpretations of passages? But, at least from the
publication of Word and Object (1960), Quine introduced
another move-one suspiciously like the move he repudiated in "On What There Is:' The move is to say that certain
entities we quantify over, and certain predicates we use, are
indeed indispensable in everyday language, but these
quantifications, and the use of these predicates, have no ontological significance. In fine, Quine distinguished between a
first-class conceptual system (science, or rather science
properly formalized) and what he called "a second-grade
system;'16 and he simply ruled that only our first-grade conceptual system represents an account of what the world contains that we can and must take seriously (in a fallibilistic
spirit, of course). Since nothing in the conceptual scheme of
physics, for example, corresponds to a meaningfact, the closest we can come to such facts, according to Quine, is bare
behaviorist psychology in the style of Skinner. And if
Skinnerian psychology cannot provide an account of meaning or reference, so much the worse for meaning and reference! Stated so baldly, this is, of course, more a caricature of
Quine's views than an exposition of them; but I believe that
it captures what is essentially wrong. I think it is fair to say
that from Word and Object on, the argumentation of "On
What There Is" ceases to do very much work for Quine, and
what does the real work is a premise he shares with such philosophers as Bernard Williams l ? and Simon Blackburn l8 and

84

ETHICS WITHOUT ONTOLOGY

Paul Churchland, the premise that it is only our best
scientific theory of the world that says anything we can take
seriously about what there is.
But what is wrong with saying that it is only our best
scientific theory of the world that says anything about what
there is? The philosophers I just mentioned do not consider
the interpretation of texts to be a matter of a scientific theory (as indeed it isn't). So the statement about Kant isn't
part of our best scientific theory of the world-it isn't part
of any "theory." Are you really prepared to conclude with
Paul Churchland that passages which are difficult to interpret
do not exist? That believing that there are passages which are
difficult to interpret is like believing an outmoded scientific
theory, like believing in phlogiston, caloric, and the four
principles of medieval alchemy?19 Isn't there something mad
about such a conclusion? Or should we conclude with Bernard Williams that such beliefs are only true "relative to
some social world or other;' whatever that means? Or should
we be "quasi-realists" about them with Simon Blackburn?
How high the seas of language run!

Ontology: The Obituary
I know I will not convince true believers, but if I can inoculate some readers against this particular disease I shall be
more than happy. What we see in this brief account of the
revival of Ontology within the supposedly chaste precincts
of analytic philosophy is something that I have been trying
to point out from my second lecture in this series: that once
we assume that there is, somehow fixed in advance, a single
"real;' a single "literal" sense of "exist"-and, by the way, a
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single "literal" sense of "identity"-one which is cast in
marble, and cannot be either contracted or expanded without defiling the statue of the god, we are already wandering
in Cloud Cuckoo Land. That assumption is implicit in
Quine's procedure from the start-hence the hostility to
modal logic, even when the modalities are as clear as the
mathematical senses of "possible" and "impossible," which
seems to Quine just a way of somehow concealing what we
are saying "exists" in this literal sense; hence the wholesale
dismissal of our "second grade [conceptual] system," which
he sees not as illustrating the endless possibilities of extending our notions of "existence" (Conceptual Pluralism) but
rather as just so much loose talk. I promised an obituary on
Ontology, but to extend these remarks would not be so
much an obituary as flogging a dead horse. Instead, I shall
just say this (since it is customary to say at least one good
word about the dead): even if Ontology has become a stinking corpse, in Plato and Aristotle it represented the vehicle
for conveying many genuine philosophical insights. The insights still preoccupy all of us in philosophy who have any
historical sense at all. But the vehicle has long since outlived
its usefulness.
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uncharacteristically insensitive for Cavell, is this one (on p. 79):
"But what Dewey calls for other disciplines can do as well, maybe
better, than philosophy:'
7. Dewey preferred to call himself a student of "the theory of inquiry"; to him the term "epistemology" suggested too much the
whole problematic of Cartesian skepticism. Nevertheless, Ruth
Anna Putnam and I consider him one of the most important epistemologists of the twentieth century (see "Dewey's Logic").
8. Coauthored with James H. Tufts. The whole book is republished
as volume 5 of The Middle Works of John Dewey, ed. Jo Ann
Boydston (Carbondale, Ill.: Southern Illinois University Press,
1978). When I speak of Dewey's vision of human nature in the
1908 edition, I am referring to Part II, "Theory of the Moral Life;'
written by Dewey.
9. In contemporary moral philosophy, something of this idea can be
found, albeit in a more naturalistic form, in the (different) moral
theories of Barbara Herman, Christine Korsgaard, and Thomas
Scanlon.
10. Dewey, Ethics, 1908 edition (see note 8), p. 272.

11. Ibid., p. 273.
12. In his third Critique, The Critique of Judgment, Kant himself
speaks of the need to overcome this dualism (but leaves it mysterious how this overcoming is to be accomplished).
13. Dewey, Ethics, 1908 edition, p. 273.
14. Ibid., pp. 283-284.
15. Ibid., p. 371.
16. I recently heard Herbert Kelman describe himself in this way; I
have borrowed the term, because it so perfectly describes Dewey.

NOTES TO PART I

1. Ethics without Metaphysics
1. This is something that those of my readers who have read another
set oflectures I gave in Italy almost a decade ago, and published as
Pragmatism: An Open Question (Oxford: Blackwell, 1995), already

know.
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2. See my "Rethinking Mathematical Necessity;' in Words and Life,
ed. James Conant (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1994), pp. 245-263.
3. For a different (and very interesting) interpretation of Plato on
Forms, see Antonia Soulez, La grammaire philosophique chez
Platon (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1991). Soulez's
book was called to my attention by reading Jean-Phillippe
Narboux's unpublished paper, "Wittgenstein and Plato: Idioms of
Paradigms:' Narboux also cites Gilbert Ryle's controversial "Letters and Syllables in Plato;' in Ryle's Collected Papers, vol. 1 (New
York: Barnes and Noble, 1971), pp. 54-71. More recently, I encountered a still different interpretation of Plato's transcendentalism in Myles Burnyeat's brilliant lecture, "Plato;' Proceedings of the
British Academy 111, 2000 Lectures and Memoirs (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2001).
4. Nicomachean Ethics, book I, chapter 6.
5. This was the view of J. 1. Mackie in Ethics: Inventing Right and
Wrong (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1978).
6. Simon Blackburn's "quasi-realism" with respect to mathematics
seems to me to be a form of this eliminationist position. See his
Spreading the Word; Groundings in the Philosophy of Language
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984).
7. Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations (Oxford: Blackwell,
1953), §88.
8. In this connection, see Levinas's Otherwise than Being; or Beyond
Essence, trans. Alphonso Lingis (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1991), and
also the short essay "Ethics as First Philosophy;' collected in The
Levinas Reader, ed. Sean Hand (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1989).
9. For an explanation and discussion of this idea, see my "Levinas
and Judaism;' in Robert Bernasconi and Simon Critchley, eds.,
The Cambridge Companion to Levinas (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2003).
10. On this, see my The Many Faces of Realism (LaSalle, Ill.: Open
Court, 1987).
11. Which does not mean, the Sages of the Talmud are careful to
point out, that we are all the same. As this is expressed in the Bab-
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ylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 37a, "When a human being mints a
number of coins using one stamp, all of them are similar, one to
the other; whereas when the King of Kings, Blessed be He, imprinted every human with His stamp not one of them was like his
fellow."
12. In the Analects Confucius says (VII, 30): "Is benevolence [or "humanity"] really far away? No sooner do I desire it than it is here."
Similarly, Mencius (quoted by Tu Weiming in Confucian Thought:
Selfhood as Creative Transformation [New York: SUNY Press,
1985], p. 61) states that "For a man to give full realization to his
heart is for him to understand his own nature, and a man who
knows his own nature will know Heaven." (This is to be read in the
light of the accompanying instruction that the way to be "true to
myself" is as follows: "Try your best to treat others as you wish to
be treated yourself and you will find that this is the shortest way to
humanity.") In neither of these thinkers is there any suggestion
that only an elite is capable of this "creative transformation;' as Tu
Weiming calls it. Likewise Zhou Dunyi, in Tongshu (chapter 20,
"Sagely Study"): writes, "If I was asked: sagehood, can it be studied? I'd say: Yes!" (unpublished translation by Gallia Patt-Shamir).
At the same time, however, Confucius tells us (Analects, VII, 26):
"I have no hope of meeting a sage." There is a fine discussion of
the paradoxical coexistence of these two sorts of statements in
Gallia Patt-Shamir, "The Riddle of Confucianism: The Case of
Tongshu" (doctoral dissertation, Harvard University, 1997).
13. See Nussbaum's Cultivating Humanity (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1997).
14. Nicomachean Ethics, Book I, chapter 7.
15. See chapter 7, "Values and Norms;' of my The Collapse of the Facti
Value Dichotomy and Other Essays (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 2002).
16. Virtually all of Dewey's writings concern ethics in one way or another. In connection with the aspect I am stressing here, see The
Quest for Certainty, vol. 4 in Jo Ann Boydston, ed., The Later Works
of John Dewey (Carbondale, Ill.: University of Southern Illinois
Press, 1981-1990); Reconstruction in Philosophy, included in
vol. 12, in Jo Ann Boydston, ed., The Middle Works of John
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Dewey (Carbondale, I!l.: University of Southern Illinois Press,
1976-1983); Ethics, vol. 7 in The Later Works of John Dewey; and
Human Nature and Conduct, vol. 14 in The Middle Works of John
Dewey.
17. The Essential Writings of John Dewey, ed. David Sidorski (New
York: Harper Torchbooks, 1977), p. 94. This quotation is from
"The Need for a Reform of Philosophy" in Creative Intelligence:
Essays in the Pragmatic Attitude by John Dewey and others (New
York: Henry Holt, 1917; reprinted, New York: Octagon Books,
1970).
18. See Hilary Putnam and Ruth Anna Putnam, "Dewey's Logic: Epistemology as Hypothesis;' collected in Words and Life, ed. Conant,
pp. 198-220.

2. A Defense of Conceptual Relativity
1. But see "Vagueness and Alternative Logic;' in my Philosophical Papers, vol. 3, Realism and Reason (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), pp. 271-286.
2. Cf. the Third Logical Investigation in Edmund Husserl, Logical Investigations, trans. J. N. Findlay (London and New York: Routledge, 2001).
3. See my The Many Faces of Realism (LaSalle, Ill.: Open Court,
1987), 16ff.
4. Although in "free logic" this law is not taken to be a logical law.
5. Lecture II of my The Many Faces of Realism, p. 18, uses a similar
example.
6. Of course, Carnap would not have objected to the use of
Lezniewski's calculus of parts and wholes; his attitude to such
questions was the one I recommend here, that this is a question of
the adoption of a convention, and not a question of fact. Unfortunately, Carnap regarded too many questions as questions of convention, and this served (unfortunately, in my view) to discredit
the idea that anything is a matter of convention.
7. It will, in general, turn out to have other parts as well, using the
definition of "part of" specified in note 8.
8. If we were to treat them as logical constructions, we could first
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75) of "Mathematical Truth," collected in Mathematics, Matter,
and Method. See also pp. 337ff. in the same volume, from an essay
(actually a monograph) published in 1971.
See Simon Blackburn, Essays in Quasi-Realism (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1993).
Identifying sets with (two-valued) functions is a common practice
in certain parts of mathematical logic (especially when techniques
from recursion theory, including recursion on higher type objects
or on ordinals, are used in conjunction with techniques from set
theory).
A classic introduction to the philosophical problems in this area is
Paul Benacerraf's "What Numbers Could Not Be," in P. Benacerraf
and H. Putnam, eds., Philosophy ofMathematics: Selected Readings
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1964), pp. 272-294.
This is the heart of the "modal logical" interpretation of mathematics. It was first proposed in my "Mathematics without Foundations," Journal of Philosophy, 64 (1967), pp. 5-22, reprinted in
Mathematics, Matter, and Method, pp. 60-78. Constructions
which carry out the translation of mathematical statements
into a modal language that I sketched in that paper have been
worked out in detail by others, most notably by Geoffrey Hellman
in Mathematics without Numbers (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1989).
Or perhaps my memory is playing tricks on me! In Kreisel's review, "Wittgenstein's Remarks on the Foundations of Mathematics," British Journal for the Philosophy ofScience, 9 (1959), pp. 135158, footnote 1 on p. 138 does includes the remark that "it should
be noted that Wittgenstein argues against the notion of a math~
matical object ... but, at least in places (p. 124,35, p. 96, 71, lines 5
and 4 from below) not against the objectivity of mathematics especially through his recognition of formal facts (p. 128,50)." But I
still have the feeling that I heard Kreisel say this about Frege.
The refutation of Whitehead's theory was the work of C. M. Will,
"Relativistic Gravity in the Solar System, II: Anisotrophy in the
Newtonian Gravitational Constant," Astrophysics Journal, 169
(1971), pp. 409,412.
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4. "Ontology": An Obituary
1. In his "Putnam and the Relativist Menace," Journal of Philosophy,
90, no. 9 (September 1993), pp. 443-461, Rorty writes, "I view warrant as a sociological matter, to be ascertained by observing the reception of S's statement by her peers." I reply to this essay in "Richard Rorty on Reality and Justification," in Robert B. Brandom, ed.,
Rorty and His Critics (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000), pp. 81-86.
2. It might be thought that the "reliabilist" epistemology proposed by
Alvin Goldman in Epistemology and Cognition (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1986), is a way out. According to that
epistemology, what makes a belief in science justified is that its acceptance was arrived at by a method which is "reliable" in the sense
of having a high probability of resulting in the acceptance of true
hypotheses. To see why this does not succeed, simply consider the
question: "On what 'method' was Einstein relying when he accepted
the Special and General Theories of Relativity?" Einstein's own
views are well known. He tells us that he arrived at the Special Theory of Relativity by applying an empiricist critique to the notion of
"simultaneity" and that he arrived at General Relativity by seeking

the "simplest" theory ofgravity compatible with Special Relativity in
the infinitesimal domain. We know that the physicists who accepted
these two theories also regarded these as compelling considerations
in their favor. Both of these "methods" are completely topic-specific
(so much so, that the reference class of theories involved is much
too small for it to make sense to speak of "probabilities" here at
all!), and both of these methods presuppose judgments of reasonableness. And judgments of reasonableness simply do not fall into
classes to which we are able to assign probabilities. (Moreover, any
scientific judgment can be regarded as having been arrived at by a
virtually infinity of different "methods." "Reliabilism" only pretends
not to presuppose the notion of reasonableness.)
3. Here I am adapting Kreisel's remark about Frege's philosophy of
mathematics.
4. 1 defend this claim in "Pragmatism and Moral Objectivity," collected in my Words and Life (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1994).
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5. I first saw this point in Vivian Walsh, Scarcity and Evil (Englewood
Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1961).
6. As Iris Murdoch points out in The Sovereignty of Good (New York:
Schocken Books, 1971). Besides the American pragmatists, other
philosophers who have effectively combated this form of blindness in their writings include Cora Diamond and Rush Rhees.
7. As I pointed out in the first lecture, the latter is the focus of
Dewey's writings; not that Dewey underestimated the importance
of abstract and universal principles, but that he saw them as
guides-and fallible guides at that-to the solution of practical
problems.
8. See my The Collapse of the FactNalue Dichotomy (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2002).
9. For a profound critique of talk of "in principle irresolvable" moral
disputes, see Michele Moody-Adams, Fieldwork in Familiar Places:
Morality, Culture, and Philosophy (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1997).
10. "On What There Is;' published with revisions in Quine's From a
Logical Point of View (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1953, 1960). (Originally published in The Review of Metaphysics, 1948.)
11. Quine referred, for example, to the medieval controversies between Nominalists, Conceptualists, and Realists about the existence of classes.
12. "Wyman [an imaginary philosopher], in an ill-conceived attempt
to appear agreeable, genially grants us the nonexistence of Pegasus, and then, contrary to what we mean by nonexistence of Pegasus, insists that Pegasus is. The only way I know of coping with
this obfuscation of issues is to give Wyman the word 'exist: I'll try
not to use it again; I still have 'is:" (From a Logical Point of View,
p. 3. Note Quine's confident appeal to "what we mean" in 1948.)
13. Quine, Theories and Things (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1990), p. 100.
14. "Gibson points out a startling contradiction between consecutive
essays in Theories and Things. There was an appreciable lapse of
time in my writing of the two essays, and the more so in that the
first one developed from still earlier lectures. I was aware of my
change in attitude, but not of so abrupt a conflict:' "Reply to Roger
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15.

16.

17.

18.

19.
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Gibson;' in The Philosophy of W V. Quine (LaSalle, Ill.: Open
Court, 1986), p. 156. Edward Becker has pointed out (private
communication) that Quine continued to vacillate on this issue
after the "Reply to Gibson;' and has discerned no fewer than seven
different positions that Quine took on this issue at different times.
Quine, "Reply to Charles Parsons;' in 1. E. Hahn and P. A. Schilpp,
eds., The Philosophy of W V. Quine (Carbondale: University of
Southern Illinois Press, 1986), p. 397.
"Propositional and attributary attitudes belong to the daily discourse of hopes, fears, and purposes; causal science gets on well
without them ... a reasonable if less ambitious alternative [to attempting to make them "science worthy"] would be to keep a relatively simple and austere conceptual scheme, free of half-entities
[sic] for official scientific business and then accommodate the
half-entities in a second grade system." Quine, Ontological Relativity and Other Essays (New York: Columbia University Press, 1969),
p.24.
See Bernard Williams, Descartes: The Project of Pure Enquiry
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1978) and Ethics and the Limits of
Philosophy (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1985).
Simon Blackburn, Spreading the Word: Groundings in the Philosophy of Language (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984) and Essays in
Quasi-Realism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993).
"The worry about propositional attitudes is that they are too
much like (the avowedly nonexistent) phlogiston, caloric, and the
four principles of medieval alchemy:' From p. 2 in Paul Churchland's "Activation Vectors versus Propositional Attitudes: How the
Brain Represents Reality;' Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 52, no. 2 (June 1992), pp. 1-6. I reply to Churchland in
"Truth, Activation Vectors, and Possession Conditions for Concepts;' ibid., pp. 431-447.
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1. The Three Enlightenments
1. Plato, Euthyphro. The translation I quote from is that of Lane
Cooper, in Edith Hamilton and Huntington Cairns, eds., Plato:
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8.
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10.

11.
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The Collected Dialogues (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1961), pp. 169-185. I have rectified the translation by using "pious" and "impious" (in agreement with the majority of translations) where Lane Cooper has "holy" and "unholy."
The seminal work of John Rawls, in particular his celebrated A
Theory of Justice (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1971), is largely responsible for this.
I take the notion of "capabilities" from Amartya Sen. Sen has developed the "capabilities approach" in a series of publications,
stretching as far back as his Commodities and Capabilities (Amsterdam: North-Holland, 1985) and Ethics and Economics (Oxford: Blackwell, 1987). A recent major statement is his Development as Freedom (New York: Random House, 1999).
See Brinton's article "Enlightenment" in The Encyclopedia of Philosophy (New York: Crowell, Collier and Macmillan, 1967), vol. 2. I
quote from p. 519.
Ibid., p. 519.
Republic, V. 454-455. I am using F. M. Cornford's translation, The
Republic ofPlato (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1945).
Ibid.
Plato does say, in agreement with common (male) Greek opinion,
that "as a whole" the men are more gifted than the women (V.
455), but immediately after making this concession, he insists that
"there is no occupation concerned with the management of social
affairs which belongs either to woman or to man as such. Natural
gifts are to be found here and there in both creatures alike; and every occupation is open to both, so far as their natures are concerned, although woman is for all purposes the weaker."
Contrary to Marxist critics, however, this is not an exploitative society in Marx's sense, because there is supposed to be little or no
social surplus. In fact, Plato's ideal republic is in many ways like a
Gandhian ashram.
Experience and Nature, volume 1 (1925) 000 Ann Boydston, ed.,
The Later Works of John Dewey (Carbondale: Southern Illinois
University Press, 1981-1990), p. 298.
Dewey and Tufts, Ethics, volume 7 (1932) 000 Ann Boydston, ed.,
The Later Works of John Dewey (Carbondale: Southern Illinois
University Press, 1981-1990), p. 347.
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12. Robert B. Westbrook, John Dewey and American Democracy
(Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1991).
13. William James, Essays in Radical Empiricism, ed. F. Bowers and
I. J. Skrupskelis (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1994), p. 16.
14. Ruth Anna Putnam and I have argued that Dewey's Logic, the Theory of Inquiry, which as its subtitle indicates is a general theory of
inquiry, and not what philosophers today call "logic;' is to be read
as a reply to and rebuttal of Mill's System of Logic; and that both
books are concerned with the question "What is the right method
of inquiry into social problems?" See our "Epistemology as Hypothesis," Transactions of the Charles S. Peirce Society, 26, no. 4
(Fall 1990), pp. 407-434; collected in my Words and Life (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1994), under the title
"Dewey's Logic: Epistemology as Hypothesis:' Logic is volume 12
(1938) in Jo Ann Boydston, ed., The Later Works of John Dewey
(Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1981-1990).
15. I refer, of course, to the notorious proof of "The Falling Rate of
Profit." It may be objected that the proof is not wholly a priori;
Marx does need the empirical assumption of "the increasing organic composition of capital:' But he offers not one shred of evidence for this assumption!
16. Brinton, "Enlightenment;' p. 519.
17. This quotation is from the 1908 edition of Dewey and Tufts, Ethics, volume 5 in Jo Ann Boydston, ed., The Middle Works of John
Dewey (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 19761983), pp. 271-272 (a section written by Dewey).
18. Rawls's defense of a social contract model in A Theory ofJustice is
meant to avoid this objection by deriving the model from our idea
of "Fairness." Such a purely conceptual defense seems to me to be
inconsistent with Rawls's repudiation of the "conceptual analysis"
conception of moral philosophy, however. Talk of "reflective equilibrium" looks suspiciously like a way of trying to have your cake
and eat it too!
19. See Dewey's The Public and Its Problems, included in volume 2
(1925-1927) of Jo Ann Boydston, ed., The Later Works of John
Dewey (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 19811990).
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7. Ibid., pp. 157-158.
8. Rorty, "Putnam and the Relativist Menace:' The Journal ofPhilosophy, 90, no. 9 (September 1993), p. 450.
9. For references see my Renewing Philosophy (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1992), p. 218, n. 22.
10. Charles Travis, Unshadowed Thought (Cambridge, MaSS.: Harvard
University Press, 2000), p. 129.
11. See Travis, Unshadowed Thought, and Martin Stone, "Focusing the
Law: What Legal Interpretation Is Not:' in Andrei Marmor, ed.,
Law and Interpretation: Essays in Legal Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), pp. 31-95.
12. Christopher Mortensen, "Plato's Pharmacy and Derrida's Drugstore:' Language and Communication, 20 (2000), pp. 329-346.
13. See "Deconstruction and Circumvention:' in Rorty's Essays on
Heidegger and Others, vol. 2 of Philosophical Papers (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1991), pp. 93-94, n. 12.
14. Stone, "Focusing the Law:' p. 55. For a more detailed analysis of "deconstructionist" readings of Wittgenstein and a
comparison/contrast of Wittgenstein and Derrida, see also
Stone's "Wittgenstein and Deconstruction" in Alice Crary and
Rupert Read, eds., The New Wittgenstein (London: Routledge,

20. See H. Putnam and R. A. Putnam, "Epistemology as Hypothesis."
21. John Rawls, Lectures on the History of Moral Philosophy (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2000), pp. 8-11.

2. Skepticism about Enlightenment
1. The impulse to reflective transcendence is closely related to what

2.

3.
4.
5.

6.
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Habermas calls "the emancipatory interest" in Erkenntnis und
Interesse (translated into English as Knowledge and Human Interests [Boston: Beacon Press, 1971]).
This is a view that was popularized by A. J. Ayer (Philosophical Essays [London, 1959], p. 237) when he wrote that "what are accounted reasons for our moral judgments are reasons only in the
sense that they determine attitudes:' Ayer was following Rudolf
Carnap, who was willing to allow ethical judgments to have meaning only in the sense that "conceptions and images" can be associated with them-something which, Carnap said, is true of "any
arbitrarily compounded series of words" (The Unity of Science
[London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Hubner, 1934], pp. 26-27). The logical positivists indeed believed that they had given a logical analysis of all possible kinds of cognitively meaningful judgments, and
that analysis showed that value judgments could not have "cognitive meaning." Today the positivist theory of cognitive meaning is
generally recognized to have been a failure. (See my book cited in
note 3 below for details.)
Hilary Putnam, The Collapse of the FactNalue Dichotomy (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2002).
I do not find this second form (described below as the idea of a
bottomless regress of interpretations) in Foucault.
An example is Ian Hacking's beautiful study, The Emergence of
Probability (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975). Another is Arnold I. Davidson, "Structures and Strategies of Discourse: Remarks Toward a History of Foucault's Philosophy of
Language:' in A. I. Davidson, ed., Foucault and His Interlocutors
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996).
Reason, Truth, and History (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1981), pp. 156-158.

2000).
15. For instance, the term "Postmodernism" itself, as if this were an

epoch on a par with Modernism or Romanticism or Enlightenment.
16. However, I mistakenly classified it as "cultural relativism" in that
essay: "Why Realism Can't Be Naturalized:' in my Realism and
Reason, vol. 3 of Philosophical Papers (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1983), pp. 230-240.
17. Rorty and His Critics, ed. Robert Brandom (Oxford: Blackwell,
2000).
18. Bernard Williams, "Philosophy as a Humanistic Discipline:' Philosophy, 75 (2000), pp. 477--495.
19. Ibid., p. 487.
20. Ibid., pp. 487--488.
21. Ibid., p. 486.
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Redemption from egotism: James and Proust
as spiritual exercises
La Redención del Egotismo: James y Proust como
Ejercicios Espirituales
Richard Rorty*

Resumen
Partiendo de la recomendaciones de Harold Bloom sobre qué leer y por qué, se
plantea que la literatura imaginativa, más que la argumentativa, es la manera más eficiente de alcanzar una autonomía intelectual. Una clase de autonomía que lo libera a
uno de formas de pensamiento esterotipadas sobre los seres humanos. Luego estos
planteamiento se extrapoldan a los escritores James y Proust como ejemplos de creadores de obras liberadoras del egotismo.
Palabras clave: Egotismo, James, Proust, novelas literarias.

Abstract
Based on the recommendations of Harold Bloom regarding what one should
read and why, the article proposes that imaginative literature, more than argumentative literature, is the most efficient way to reach intellectual autonomy, a kind of
autonomy that liberates one from stereotyped forms of thought regarding human
beings. After stating these positions, the writers James and Proust are extrapolated as
examples of creators of works that free one from egotism.
Key words: Egotismo, James, Proust, literary novels.

1. Bloomian autonomy and the avoidance of cant
Harold Bloom is America’s wisest, most learned, and most helpful student
of literature. He has recently published a book called How to read and why. In it he
says that “The ultimate answer to the question ‘Why read?’ is that only deep,
constant reading fully establishes and augments an autonomous self.” (p. 195).
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By “reading” Bloom means “reading novels, plays, short stories and
poems”. The dozens of books that he tells us how to read in his new book do not
include any philosophical works. It is an implicit premise of his work that imaginative, rather than argumentative, literature is the most efficient way to achieve
autonomy. The philosophers and religious writers he discusses in his other books
are people like Emerson and Joseph Smith, the founder of Mormonism—writers
who make as little use of argument as do Pindar or Nabokov. By using “reading” to
mean reading books which do not argue, Bloom is falling in with the practice of
what I have been calling, in these lectures, “the literary culture”.
Much of Bloom’s advice about how to read concerns the need to avoid what he
calls “ideology”. When he uses this term, he is thinking primarily of attempts to use
Heideggerian-Derridean critiques of metaphysics, or Marxist-Foucauldian critiques
of capitalism or of “power”, to tell you what to look for when reading imaginative literature. He believes—rightly, in my opinion—that the dominance in US departments of literature first of “theory” and then of “cultural studies” has made it more
difficult for students to read well. For such attempts to give politics or philosophy
hegemony over literature diminish the redemptive power of works of the imagination.
Bloom’s criticism of transitory and local academic fashions is not terribly important in itself. But it underlines his conviction that it is imaginative novelty, rather
than argumentation, that does most for the autonomy of the entranced reader.
Bloom need not deny that works of political economy such as Marx’s, or of philosophy such as Derrida’s, can offer such novelty, nor that exposure to such novelties
can transform a reader’s life. But the kind of autonomy he is thinking of is primarily
the sort that liberates one from one’s own previous ways of thinking about the lives
and fortunes of individual human beings.
It is by causing us to rethink our judgments of particular people that imaginative literature does most to help us break with our own pasts. The resulting liberation
may, of course, lead one to try to change the political or economic or religious or
philosophical status quo. Such an attempt may begin a lifetime of effort to break
through the received ideas that serve to justify present-day institutions. But it also
may result merely in one’s becoming a more sensitive, more knowledgeable, wiser
person. The latter is the sort of change that comes over Lambert Strether (the hero of
James’ novel The Ambassadors). This sort of change—increase of sympathy rather
than change of ideas—contrasts with the sort of change that comes over Tom Joad
(the hero of Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath), and also with the sort described in novels that focus on loss or acquisition of religious faith.
Bloom’s thesis about how to attain this sort of autonomy chimes with my
claim that the replacement of religion and philosophy by literature is a change for the
better. We are both saying that the best way to achieve Heideggerian authenticity—the best way, as Nietzsche said, to “become who you are”—is not to ask “what
is the truth?” but rather to ask “what sorts of people are there in the world, and how
do they fare?”
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Answers to this question are provided by novels like Steinbeck’s, Zola’s and
Stowe’s—novels that tell you about the wretchedly poor. They are also provided by
novels like James’ and Proust’s that tell you about rich people expanding their horizons. Reading either sort of novel may help the reader to transcend the parents, teachers, customs, and institutions that have blinkered her imagination, and thereby
permit her to achieve greater individuality and greater self-reliance.
Bloom regards ideology—in the sense of a set of general ideas which provide a
context in which the reader places every book she reads—as an enemy of autonomy.
Insofar as he is suspicious of treatises by theologians and philosophers it is because he
fears they may give rise to bad reading habits. His ideal reader hopes that the next
book she reads will recontextualize all the books she has previously read-—that she
will encounter an authorial imagination so strong as to sweep her off her feet, transport her into a world she has never known existed. In this new world, all the authors
and characters with whom she has previously been acquainted will look different—as
Milton looks different when one encounters him in Blake, Hegel when one encounters him in Marx, or Hamlet when one encounters him in Eliot. The reader’s real-life
friends, relations and neighbors will also look different, as will their motives and
choices.
In my first lecture I said that what Heidegger called authenticity and what
Bloom calls autonomy are pretty much the same thing. The attempt to achieve either
is epitomized in the maxim that Bloom quotes from Dr. Johnson “Clear your mind
of cant”. “Cant”, in this sense, means something like “what people usually say
without thinking, the standard thing to say, what one normally says.” In Heideggerian terms it is what ‘das Man’ says.
Cant can be anything from the untutored common sense (the so-called “folk
wisdom”) of a peasant village, through the unthinking reiteration of quotations from
sacred scripture, to the equally unthinking reiteration of the best-known sentences in
the works of Heidegger or of Bloom himself. What makes cant cant is not its content
but its easy accessibility and intelligibility—its ready-made character. Cant is what
imaginative attempts at redescription become when they lose their freshness, and
thus their ability to make us suspicious of received ideas. Every piece of cant was once
a poetic achievement—a fresh and novel way of thinking about things. Every poetic
achievement runs the danger of being turned into cant. Such a transformation is almost inevitable for argumentative works that have become staples of the educational
process. It is less easily achieved, fortunately in the case of non-argumentative works,
and particular works of fiction.
To sum up what I have been saying: all writing that is not merely a matter of
conveying information offers, explicitly or implicitly, a context in which to put many
propositions we have previously believed, many of the people we have known, many
parts of our own life-stories, and many of the books we have previously read. Poems,
novels, and works of literary criticism such as Johnson’s and Eliot’s and Bloom’s do
this, just as do systems of philosophy, or compendia of folk-wisdom. But the former
sort of writing is less easily turned into cant. This is because it hints rather than proclaims, suggests rather than argues, and offers implicit rather than explicit advice.
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The more poetic and the less argumentative a piece of writing is, the less easy it is
to make it bear an unambiguous interpretation, and so the less easy to turn into
“what we would normally say”. Clarity and rigor are virtues in argumentative
writing, but they are not relevant to plays or poems.
If there were such a thing as redemptive truth, the sort of truth that philosophy
has traditionally hoped to offer, it would redeem by virtue of its explicit content, not
because of its non-cognitive relation to a particular audience. Grasping the content of
what one hears or reads is a matter of fitting what is said into a coherent set of inferential relationships to other utterances. Clarity and rigor are measures of ease of fit.
So redemptive truth, if it existed, would be recognized as such because it would produce maximal clarity and maximal coherence.
By contrast, making the acquaintance of Dostoevsky or Iago, Emma Bovary or
Marcel Proust, Milton’s Satan or St. Luke’s Christ, may well change one’s behavior
toward oneself or toward others, and perhaps even toward things in general. But the
change is not a matter of everything falling nicely into place, fitting together beautifully. It is instead a matter of finding oneself transported, moved to a place from
which a different prospect is available.
The contrast between imaginative and argumentative writing is parallel to
the one that Kierkegaard draws between “what is said” and “how it is said”. What
is said is content—that is to say, the result of placing the utterance within a familiar inferential pattern. How it is said is a matter of the effect produced on a particular reader at a particular moment by the utterance. Kierkegaard drew this
distinction between the how and the what in terms of the difference between
“truth as subjectivity” and “objective” truth. But the term “subjective truth” is an
oxymoron that produces more confusion than enlightenment. A better way to
capture the distinction Kierkegaard wanted to draw is to invoke the difference
between causes and reasons.
A turn of phrase in a conversation or a novel or a poem—a new way of
putting things, a novel metaphor or simile—can make all the difference to the
way we look at a whole range of phenomena. So can an encounter with a new and
strange person, in real life or in a novel or a play. But we are usually at a loss when
asked to spell out what new proposition we came to believe as a result of exposure
to the phrase or the person. The difference to the way we think is not a matter of
adding a new belief to our repertoire. Kierkegaard’s paradigm case of what he called ‘truth as subjectivity’ was the Christian’s relation to Christ—a relation that
cannot be reduced to belief in the articles of a creed. Our relation to Iago or Dostoevsky, to our parents, or to our first love, is equally irreducible. These people cause
us to act differently without necessarily having given us reasons for doing so.
The distinction between causes and reasons ties in with the difference between Bloom’s desire for openness and the philosopher’s desire for completeness.
Bloom quotes Rabbi Tarphon as saying “It is not necessary for you to complete
the work, but neither are you free to desist from it”. He glosses this as “If it were
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necessary for any among us to complete the work, then we might break off in despair, because the work can never be completed.” (p. 280)
The work in question is that of enlarging oneself. That requires being ready to
be bowled over by tomorrow’s experiences—to remain open to the possibility that
the next book you read, or the next person you meet, will change your life. Increased
rationality—increased coherence of belief and desire—cannot close itself off from
this possibility of disruption without falling victim to cant. You are such a victim insofar as you believe that you already possess criteria for judging the value of any
books or people you may encounter—criteria that will provide you with good and
sufficient reasons for tucking each of them into some familiar pigeonhole. To avoid
such victimization, you must give up one of the dreams of philosophy—the dream of
completeness, of the imperturbability attributed by the wise, of the mastery supposedly possessed by those who have, once and for all, achieved completion by achieving enlightenment.
There is, Bloom could easily grant, no such thing as complete autonomy—a
mind entirely free of cant, entirely its own. (Though perhaps Shakespeare came close). But there does not have to be such a thing. For Bloom’s point, like Rabbi Tarphon’s, is that the journey that matters. The fantasy of a resting-place prepared for us
at the end of the journey is one that we should see as both impossible and undesirable, even though such fantasies are perhaps inevitable. When literature replaces religion and philosophy, it becomes clear that nobody and no thing could have prepared
such a place. Instead, each generation of imaginative writers offers new suggestions
about what such a place might look like, only to have this suggestion mocked by the
next generation. This mockery will begin to be heard as soon as the earlier suggestion
has begun to sound like cant.

2. The Novel
I want now to narrow my focus from imaginative literature in general to
the novel—the genre that Henry James rightly called “the most independent, the
most elastic, most prodigious of literary forms”. (The Ambassadors, Everyman
edition, p. 19) The novel is the best illustration of Bloom’s claim about the results
of constant and intense reading. It played the central role in the moral education
of young intellectuals in the West during the century that has just ended.
Given the immense influence that the novel has come to have in recent times, it is hard for us to remember that such writers as Milton and Spinoza, Dr.
Johnson and Hume, Burke and Kant, were familiar with only a few, rather primitive, examples of this genre. The burgeoning of the novel in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries has altered the map of the Western intellectual world. It has
done so in ways that the philosophers and literary critics of the seventeenth and
eighteenth century could never have foreseen.
The emergence of the novel has contributed to a growing conviction
among the intellectuals that when we think about the effects of our actions on
other human beings we can simply ignore a lot of questions that our ancestors
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traditionally thought relevant. These include Euthyphro’s question about
whether our actions are pleasing to the gods, Plato’s question about whether they
are dictated by a clear vision of the Good, and Kant’s question about whether
their maxims can be universalized. Instead, a decision about what to do should be
determined by as rich and full a knowledge of other people as possible—in particular, knowledge of their own descriptions of their actions and of themselves.
Our actions can be justified only when we are able to see how these actions look
from the points of view of all those affected by them.
Seen in this light, what novels do for us is to let us know how people quite
unlike ourselves think of themselves, how they contrive to put actions that appall
us in a good light, how they give their lives meaning. The problem of how to live
our own lives then becomes a problem of how to balance our needs against theirs,
and their self-descriptions against ours. To have a more educated, developed and
sophisticated moral outlook is to be able to grasp more of these needs, and to understand more of these self-descriptions.
I have said previously that religion, in its unphilosophized form, resembles
the novel in that it attempts to put us in relations to persons which are not mediated by questions of truth. The relation between a pious but uneducated Athenian
of the fifth century and one of the Olympian deities, like that between an illiterate
Christian and Christ, is an attempt to find redemption by getting in touch with a
special, very powerful, immortal, sort of person. As Nietzsche said in The birth of
tragedy, that sort of search for redemption becomes tinted with questions of truth
only when Socrates, “with his belief in the explicability of the nature of things”,
suggests that “the mechanism of making concepts, judgments and inferences [is
to be] prized above all other human activities”(section 15). The search becomes
philosophical only after people like Socrates and Euripides have taken a skeptical
stance toward the gods, a stance that Homer, and perhaps even Aeschylus, would
have been incapable of adopting.
The big difference, however, between religious worship and novel-reading
is that immortals are the object of adoration or self-abnegating love or fearful
obedience, rather than people in whose shoes we are trying to put ourselves. As
soon as we begin to want to understand the gods, or to make Christianity or
Buddhism reasonable, religion begins to fade away and be replaced by philosophy.
That is why Martin Luther described such attempts at reasonableness as diabolical temptations, and why Kierkegaard described them as occasions of sin.
Novels rarely offer us god-like heroes and heroines, to whom our reaction
resembles that of religious believers toward deities. (Though some, of course,
do—Superman comic books and the fantasies of Ayn Rand, for example.) Most
novels tell us how other erring mortals think of themselves, how they contrive to
put the actions that appall us in a good light, how they give meaning to their miserable or tragic or banal lives. The problem of how to live our own lives then becomes the problem of how to balance our needs against those of people like them.
That, in turn, is a problem of how to balance their surprising descriptions of
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themselves and of us against our own previous descriptions of both. Moral
sophistication is the ability to achieve such balance.
Obviously, the novel is not the only literary genre which helps us achieve such
sophistication. Homer’s epics, Herodotus’ travelogues, Thucydides’ history,
Theophrastus’ characterology, and Plutarch’s biographies did this sort of work in the
ancient world, supplemented by such primitive fictions as those of Petronius and
Apuleius. In our own time, ethnography, historiography, and journalism continue
to broaden our sense of the possibilities open to human lives. But the novel is the
genre which gives us most help in grasping the variety of human life and the contingency of our own moral vocabulary. Novels are the principal means which help us
imagine what it is like to be a cradle Catholic losing his faith, a redneck fundamentalist taking Jesus into her heart, a victim of Pinochet coping with the disappearance of
her children, a kamikaze pilot of the Second World War living with the fact of Japan’s defeat, a bomber pilot who dropped fire-bombs on Tokyo coping with the
moral price of America’s victory, or an idealistic politician coping with the pressures
that multinational corporations bring to bear on the political process.
Novel-reading often increases tolerance for strange, and initially repellent,
sorts of people. But the motto of the novel is not “to understand all is to forgive all.”
Rather, it is “Before you decide that an action was unforgivable, make sure that you
know how it looked to the agent.” You may well conclude that it was indeed unforgivable, but the knowledge of why it was done may help you avoid committing actions that you yourself will later find unforgivable. That is why reading a great many
novels is the process by which young intellectuals of our time hope to become wise.
This hope is the same that drove young intellectuals of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries to read a great many religious and philosophical treatises.
These earlier readers were enmeshed in what Heidegger called the “ontotheological tradition”. They sought truth as something distinct from either human or divine persons. By contrast, reading novels is a way of getting in touch with
persons, just as reading Hesiod and the Old Testament were, for their original readers, ways of getting in touch with persons. To say that the way to get in better touch
with the truth is to get in touch with an increased variety of persons is a natural consequence of the view that the propositions we are entitled to call true are those that
we think can be justified to all those whose opinion matters.
The latter view, best represented by Habermas’ theory of communicative reason, is a humanistic view of truth that breaks sharply with the onto-theological tradition. If one both takes this view of truth and is unable to believe in the existence of
non-human persons, then the search for objective truth becomes an attempt to find
intersubjective agreement among the children of one’s own time rather than correspondence to non-human, ahistorical, reality. Once this transformation in one’s conception of truth occurs, the next question is: To what sorts of people do we have to
justify our beliefs and actions? This, in turn, raises the question: What sort of people
are there, and which ones matter? That last question is the one that novels help us
answer.
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Philosophers and theologians who are dubious about the idea that novels
are important for moral education think that one can answer the sort of question
I have just raised by saying, for example, “all children of God matter” or “all rational agents matter” or “all those affected by our actions matter”. But questions
always arise about whether infidels count as children of God, or the densely ignorant and stupid as rational agents, or whether we are justified in being paternalistic toward those who do not grasp their own best interests. An increasing sense of
the vacuity of general formulae for deciding hard cases leads us away from philosophy and toward literary forms that tell us more about what these recalcitrant
sort of people look like to themselves.
I can sum up much of what I have been saying as follows: people read religious scriptures and philosophical treatises to escape from ignorance of how
non-human things are, but they read novels to escape from egotism. “Egotism”,
in the sense in which I am using the term, does not mean “selfishness”. It means
something more like “self-satisfaction.” It is a willingness to assume that one already has all the knowledge necessary for deliberation, all the understanding of
the consequences of a contemplated action that could be needed. It is the idea
that one is now fully informed, and thus in the best possible position to make correct choices.
Egotists who are inclined to philosophize hope to short-circuit the need to find
out what is on the mind of other people. They would like to go straight to the way
things are (to the will of God, or the moral law, or the nature of human beings)
without passing through other peoples’ self-descriptions. Religion and philosophy
have often served as shields for fanaticism and intolerance because they suggest that
this sort of short-circuiting has actually been accomplished. Novel-readers, by contrast, are seeking redemption from insensitivity rather than from impiety or irrationality. They may not know or care whether there is a way things really are, but they
worry about whether they are sufficiently aware of the needs of others. Viewed from
this angle, the hegemony of the novel can be viewed as an attempt to carry through
on Christ’s suggestion that love is the only law.
To be egotistic in the relevant sense is to be satisfied that the vocabulary one
uses when deciding how to act is all right just as it is, and that there is no need to figure out what vocabularies others are using which justify them, in their own eyes, from
doing things one regards as wrong. Euthyphro was egoistic, and so was Mr.
Gradgrind. Euthyphro thought he had religious justification for his egoism, and Mr.
Gradgrind philosophical justification. Socrates reminded Euthyphro that the gods
differ among themselves about what is morally important. Dickens reminded his
Gradgrind-minded readers that there are other ways of describing the results of their
actions than the one provided by the vocabulary of utilitarianism.
The relevant difference between Socrates and Dickens is that Socrates, with
his taste for what Nietzsche called “the mechanism of making concepts, judgments and inferences”, was hoping for certainty: for the ability to make unquestionably correct decisions once he had found the right definition of the term
“pious”. Dickens, on the other hand, was interested neither in defining terms nor
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in correct inferences, but rather in making us aware of forms of suffering that we
might have overlooked. The contrast I have been drawing between seeking redemption from ignorance and seeking redemption from egotism runs parallel to
the distinction between seeking greater self-confidence and seeking greater
awareness of what hurts other people.
This contrast also runs parallel to the distinctions between knowing that
and knowing how, and between the skills of the axiomatizing mathematician and
those of the artisan. The person who hopes to render more confident moral judgments as a result of the study of religious or philosophical treatises is usually hoping to find a principle that will permit of application to concrete cases, for an
algorithm that will resolve moral dilemmas. But the person who hopes for greater sensitivity just wants to develop the know-how that will let him make the best
of what is always likely to be a pretty bad job—a situation in which people are likely to get hurt, no matter what decision is taken.

3. James and Proust as paradigms of the novel
I shall take up this contrast between principles and sensitivity again below,
when I discuss Martha Nussbaum’s attempt to treat Henry James’ novels as contributions to moral philosophy. But first I want to narrow my focus still more,
and to turn from generalizations about the novel as a genre to some remarks
about two novelists, James and Marcel Proust. The works of these two men typically play a special role in the lives of their admirers.
For a large number of people in the world today, their sense of who they are
is bound up with their memories of certain novels they read when they were
young. When they reflect on their idea of a perfect human life, they remember the
worlds into which those novels introduced them, and the people who inhabited
those worlds. When they try to recall what experiences have made the most difference to the ways in which they deal with other human beings, they remember
the effects of the first reading of those novels. In the West, Proust is probably the
novelist most frequently cited by people of this sort. In anglophone countries, James is mentioned with comparable frequency.
Literary tradition and influence are of course largely national affairs. Most
of the novels which made a big difference to their readers were written in those
readers’ native languages, and dealt with local conditions—particularly the familial and social problems which troubled them in our youth, and the cultural changes which were going on while they were growing up. But certain novelists have
become objects of adoration by cults whose membership is not restricted to nations or regions. Members of these cults are bound to one another, despite differences in ethnicity and nationality, in somewhat the same way that Christians
from Japan and from Denmark, or Muslims from Morocco and Indonesia, are
bound to one another. When they are thrown together in foreign parts, they rejoice to find a fellow-worshipper, someone who cherishes the same images and
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the same texts that they do themselves. Proust and James are novelists around
whom such cults have grown up.
For cultists like myself, remembering our first reading of these authors is
central to the story we tell about our own growing up. They helped make us the
people we are, and our gratitude remains intense. Insofar as we consider any
books sacred, their novels count as such. So we find it irritating and misleading to
find them brought under the category of “the aesthetic”, as opposed to “the moral” or “the spiritual”. We can of course acknowledge that there are beautiful passages in these novels, and that they are triumphs of literary craftsmanship. But
these facts are no more essential to our relation to these books than the prose of
the King James Version is to the Christian’s relation to Christ, or the architecture
of Nara and Kyoto is to the religious life of the Japanese Buddhist.
James and Proust do a lot for the plausibility of Bloom’s suggestion that the
spiritual education of the young might better be entrusted to imaginative literature
than to religious tradition or to the study of moral philosophy. For anybody who has
been caught up in the work of either man is likely to be exceptionally sensitive to the
dangers of egotism. Such people are more aware than most of how easy it is to describe other people in ways tailored to our own needs rather than to theirs. Readers of
James and Proust are not only more aware to the needs of others, but are also more
likely to aspire to the sort of experience which is vaguely and roughly called “a higher
state of consciousness”. The moments of understanding and revelation which occur
more and more frequently as novels like The Ambassador and The guermantes way
reach their climaxes are the analogue, in these readers’ lives, of the life-changing
events that Henry James’ brother William described in his book The varieties of religious experience.
This analogy with religious experience helps differentiate James and Proust
from such novelists as Dickens and Balzac. All four have been made into cult figures,
but the Dickensians form a different sort of cult from the Proustians. Both are made
of people who love to revisit their favorite characters and scenes from the novels, to
allude to their favorite passages, and to discuss the relative merits and demerits of the
various characters. But most Dickensians would not say that Dickens had changed
their lives, as opposed to enriching their lives. Dickens (like Trollope and Wodehouse) confirms our intuitions, whereas Proust unsettles them.
Proust and James are often thought of as educating us in the way that Socrates
and Shakespeare educated us. For they do not just give us vivid portraits of previously unfamiliar people, they also force us to experience vivid doubts about ourselves.
Such doubts may of course arise in reading any novel, as when we encounter a character in whom we recognize some of our own most unpleasant traits. But the sorts
of doubts aroused by reading James and Proust go deeper than that. Their books raise the same kinds of doubts as books like The pilgrim’s progress raise for Christians.
These are doubts about whether there is any health in us, whether our egotism may
not go much deeper than we have realized.
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Just as those who have had what they describe as religious experiences are rarely able to spell out what new truths they learned by having them, so worshippers
of Proust and James are usually baffled when asked what truths they picked up
from these men’s novels that they might otherwise have missed. It is the experience of reading the novel that makes one into a rather different sort of person, not
the utility of a belief one might have acquired by various other means, even if one
had never picked up that particular book. Just as Christians will say that their relationship to Jesus is not exactly to the author of the Sermon on the Mount, but
rather to someone with whom they live on terms of intimacy, so many readers of
James and Proust will insist that what matters is their relation to the novels
themselves, or perhaps to the novelist himself, rather than to any set of beliefs for
which the novels might be cited as justification.
John Bayley, in his introduction to James’ The wings of the dove, says that “[James’] later mode of artistic inquiry is a way of overcoming loneliness, of extending an
almost tactile intimacy to the potential reader through the mode of words…Consciousness seems shared between author, characters and reader, and the participation
of the last has its own special rewards and fascinations, which can arise out of bafflement itself. Intimacy is never a matter of being told what to think. It is like the secret
converse of lovers, whose understanding is not dependent on a single authority”.
The sense of having engaged in such secret converse with James or with Proust is
what binds members of their cults together.
Just as religious readers find them caught up in something larger than themselves, something that occasionally resembles orgasmic ecstasy, so readers of James and
Proust find themselves caught up in the sort of suddenly shared enlargement of the
imagination and suddenly shared intensity of appreciation of the passing moment
that occurs when two lovers find their loves reciprocated. Proust and James offer
their readers redemption, but not redemptive truth, just as his or her love redeems
the lover, but does not add to his or her knowledge.

4. Martha Nussbaum on James
Many recent writers have done their best to say why James and Proust have the
power they do—why they have become paradigms of novel-writing in the way that
Galileo and Newton became paradigms of scientific explanation, or Locke and Kant
paradigms of philosophical reflection. One of the most influential of these writers is
Martha Nussbaum, whose reading of James in her pathbreaking and liberating book
Love’s knowledge, published in 1992, began a widespread discussion of the relation
between moral philosophy and literature.
Nussbaum tries to bring James together with Aristotle, and specfically with
Aristotle’s moral philosophy. Her work is part of a trend that has emerged in recent
decades within anglophone philosophy: a turn away from Kant, and more generally
away from the idea that morality is a matter of applying general principles. Philosophers have grown tired of the pendulum swing between Kant’s categorical imperative and the greatest-happiness principle of Mill and Bentham. They have begun to
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adopt a pox-on-both-your-houses attitude, and to look around for a way of philosophizing about right and wrong that is not an attempt to establish universal moral truths. So Aristotle’s anti-Platonic insistence that moral virtue cannot be
reduced to the application of such truths has come back into vogue.
Nussbaum treats the Aristotelian approach to moral philosophy as helping us
make sense of the change in patterns of moral education that has taken place since the
days when Kant and Mill wrote—a change that I have been emphasizing in these lectures, and which Nussbaum was one of the first philosophers to take seriously. This
change has made the reading of fiction central to the attempt of young intellectuals
to find themselves. As Nussbaum points out, Aristotle’s way of thinking about moral
education softens the dichotomy between literature and philosophy created by Plato’s and Kant’s preferences for explicit definition and for deductive moral reasoning.
Nussbaum defines “perception” as “the ability to discern, acutely and responsively, the salient features of one’s particular situation”(p. 37). She goes on to
say “It is very clear, in both Aristotle and James, that one point of the emphasis on
perception is to show the ethical crudeness of moralities based exclusively on general rules, and to demand for ethics a much finer responsiveness to the concrete—including features that have not been seen before and could not therefore
have been housed in any antecedently built system of rules.”
Nussbaum insists, however, that perception by itself will not do. Perceptiveness can be displayed simply by acting well, whereas moral knowledge—an
answer to the question “How should a human being live?” is a matter of matter of
discovering and stating truths. Inarticulate skill is not enough. Although many
readers of Aristotle have interpreted his claim that ethical virtue is a matter of
phronesis rather than episteme as saying that the discovery of truths is irrelevant to the
acquisition of moral virtue, Nussbaum does not read him in this way. For she thinks
of moral philosophy as aiming at a “true and accurate depiction of various elements
of life”(p. 6).
On her view poetry and philosophy are both truth-seeking activities, and the
truths they find help us answer some of the same questions. She says that the Greeks
viewed “dramatic poetry and what we now call philosophical inquiry in ethics” as
“ways of pursuing a single and general question, namely, how human beings should
live”(p. 15). Nussbaum attempts to reconcile this roughly “cognitivist” approach to
moral philosophy, and this very un-Nietzschean approach to Greek dramatic poetry,
with the claim that Proust and James would be right to deny that any morally relevant truths communicated by literature could “in principle be adequately stated
without literature and grasped in that form by a mature mind”(p. 7).
She argues that “for an interesting family of [views about the nature of the
relevant portions of human life] a literary narrative of a certain sort is the only
type of text that can state them fully and fittingly, without contradiction”(p. 7).
Nussbaum puts the same point in other words when she says that “only the style
of a certain sort of narrative artist can adequately state certain important truths
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about the world, embodying them in its shape and setting up in the reader the activities that are appropriate for grasping them.”(p. 6).
Unlike Nussbaum, I do not find the notion of “stating truths about the
world” a felicitous way of describing what James and Proust do for members of
their cults. Nor do I think that it would happily describe what St. Teresa of Avila
and Thomas a Kempis do for those who read these authors over and over again.
Nevertheless, I heartily agree with Nussbaum that “there are valuable aspects of
human moral experience that are not tapped by traditional books of moral philosophy”(p. 143). She and I agree that “a philosophical book would have a hard
time mounting a direct argument” for the claim that “infidelity and failure of response are more or less inevitable features even of the best examples of loving”.
(pp. 139-140) But when she asks us to see the novel and the philosophical treatise
as such, and Henry James and Aristotle in particular, as collaborating in a
common task—namely specifying “the good life for a human being”—I think
that she understates both the difference between our intellectual world and Aristotle’s, and the superiority of ours over his.
Aristotle tells us that the hope for an explicit decision procedure for resolving moral dilemmas, a hope which he attributes to Plato, is vain. That critique of
Plato seems to me a sensible way of debunking a misguided attempt to transform
moral deliberation into something more like mathematical demonstration. But
the Aristotle who tells us that there is a natural kind called “human being” and a
good appropriate to that natural kind, is too much of a Platonic essentialist for
my pragmatist taste. Though able to give up the idea of a moral episteme, Aristotle
was not able to give up the idea that human beings share a common nature, and
that philosophy can list truths about what that nature consists of—not just truths
of the sort that we relegate to physiology, but truths of the sort that provide moral counsel. Many commentators have asked whether Aristotle managed to find a
satisfactory middle ground between Plato and the poets. Nussbaum seems sure
that he did so, but I remain unconvinced.
As I see it, James is good at showing us what it is like to notice things about
other people—their needs, their fears, their self-descriptions, their descriptions of
other people—which we are usually too egotistic to take account of. This seems
to me what he had in mind when, in a sentence Nussbaum quotes from the Preface to The golden bowl, James says that reading the novel is “the very record and mirror of the general adventure of one’s intelligence”(p. 143). But I do not find it
helpful to describe this noticing sort of intelligence as part of the process of discovering the good life for human beings. That seems like treating the skill of the tea
taster—the person who is aware of subtle differences between the tea made from
leaves produced in different climates and seasons—as part of the process of discovering the good taste for tea.
We would usually say that the tea-taster’s ability at noticing is an example of
“knowing how” rather than of knowing that certain propositions are true and
some false. We can of course convert the former into the latter by saying that she
255

Richard Rorty
Telos Vol. 3, No. 3 (2001) 243-263
knows many truths—e.g., “These tea leaves come from half way down the hill in
Gopal Mukerji’s tea garden”—that the rest of us do not. But to know many such
facts is not to have a theory about the nature of tea, nor about how to arrange teas
in an hierarchical order. Similarly, to notice far more things about individual human beings than most people do is not to be able to contribute to an understanding of what it is to be a human being, nor to be able to say what sort of life is best
for human beings as such.
My point is not simply that “knowing how to live well” is a better description of what we get both from Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics and from James’
The golden bowl than “knowing what the good life for a human being is”. It is that
neither phrase is of much use. Both are too general—on a level with “knowing
tea”. Only if one believes in the possibility of redemptive truth—the sort of thing
which, on my account, philosophy hoped to provide but religion and literature
do not—will one feel comfortable with either. Nussbaum is more inclined to such
belief than I am. Her writings on literature and philosophy seem to me torn between loyalty to the idea that there is a subject of study called “ethics”, defined as
“the search for a specification of the good life for a human being” and the suspicion, drawn from her reading of novels, that there is, at most, the ability to become what James called “finely aware and richly responsible”.
Just as the most efficient way for a young Greek to figure out how to hit the
Aristotelian mean between paired excesses was to hang around with the sort of
leisure-class, politically active, males whom Aristotle admired, so the efficient
way for a contemporary youth to become finely aware and richly responsible is to
read a lot of novels—not just Proust and James but all those lesser novels that help
us grasp the needs and self-descriptions of our fellow inhabitants of a certain time
and place. But the know-how acquired by these two processes does not have
much to do with specifying the good life for a human being, as opposed to helping somebody who has to deal with these particular sorts of people from
thoughtlessly doing unnecessary damage.
Aristotle—half demi-Platonic metaphysician and half taxonomic biologist—found “the good life for a human being” a suitable description of his topic
in Nichomachean Ethics. We heirs of Herder and Hegel, who see the Greeks as one
culture among others, are also heirs of Darwin, who see our species not as endowed with a truth-tracking faculty called “reason” but rather as endowed with
language, and thus with the ability to engage in social cooperation. These two
inheritances conspire to make many of us more dubious than is Nussbaum about
the attempt to revive Aristotle’s vocabulary, and to treat Aristotle as more than a
competent expositor of the common sense of his peers.
To recur to a point I made earlier, whereas Nussbaum thinks of herself as
paying James a compliment by describing him as contributing to moral philosophy, I find this description not exactly derogatory, but certainly malapropos. I
would reserve that compliment for people like Kant, Mill or Rawls. Rawls, as I
read him, made a contribution to moral philosophy by formulating what he calls
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the “Difference Principle”—a principle that nicely sums up many of the moral intuitions shared by contemporary social democrats, just as Kant’s categorical imperative nicely summed up many of those shared by eighteenth-century friends of
the French Revolution. It makes sense to say that Rawls, by putting forward the
Difference Principle, offers us a truth—one we recognize in the same way that we
recognize all other truths, by seeing that it coheres nicely with most of our previous beliefs.
By contrast, I see Henry James as writing for a much smaller audience than
Rawls’. His audience—the kind of people who are likely to become members of
the Jacobite cult—are not in search of knowledge, but rather are trying (or find
themselves tempted by James into trying) for a kind of moral virtuosity. This moral virtuosity is the secular analogue of the kind of religious virtuosity facilitated
by reading The imitation of Christ. To try to squeeze James into the same box as
Aristotle and Rawls seems to me like trying to squeeze Thomas a Kempis into the
same box as Aquinas and Bishop Butler. The similarities seem to me much less
important than the differences.
To bring Aristotle and James together ignores the fact that James’ main
contribution to his reader’s lives is a sense of the possibility of a new level of consciousness—what Nabokov called “a sense of another world where beauty,
kindness, generosity…are the norm”. The lives of the Jacobites are not enriched
in the way that acquiring new true beliefs enriches, but in the way that a glimpse
of a new form of life does. To follow the changes in the ways in which Maggie
Verver, Charlotte Stant, Prince Amerigo and Fanny Assingham think of and treat
one another as The golden Bowl goes along is gradually to enter a world as different from the one we usually inhabit as the third level of Plato’s divided line is
from the second, or as different as the lives of the mystics are from those of the ordinary religious believer.
Like Plato, however, Nussbaum wants to assimilate all such ascent to a better grasp on what is really there. That is why she thinks it important to note that
James is in no danger of “relativism” because he is “committed to the real” (p.
163), and why she proposes an analogy between the “moral knowledge” James
gives us and greater sensory acuity (and therefore greater objectivity) (p. 164). I
resist this assimilation because I think it preserves a notion of redemptive truth
that is appropriate to philosophy but not for pre-philosophical religion or postphilosophical novels.
I turn now Nussbaum’s claim, cited earlier, that some truths cannot be expressed except in narrative form. I see this as as tempting, but as misguided, as the
claim that metaphors should be read as having unparaphrasable meanings. I
agree with Davidson’s criticism of this latter claim, and with his alternative view
that, though metaphors may change people’s lives, but they do not do so by
communicating meanings. I would say that narratives may change people’s lives,
but they do not do so by communicating truths. Metaphors, Davidson argues,
are causes but not reasons. So, I should argue, are narratives.
257

Richard Rorty
Telos Vol. 3, No. 3 (2001) 243-263
Reading Rawls or Kant or Mill gives you a reason for doing something—a
moral principle from which you can try to deduce the need to act in a certain way.
Reading James or Proust gives you practice in doing something that may lead
you to act in a certain way. The urge to attribute meanings to metaphors and
truth-candidacy to narratives seems to me to originate in the rationalist, Platonic,
conviction that the only thing that should be allowed to change our lives is learning that how something really is. No meaning means no intentional content,
which in turn means no possibility of correspondence to reality. As a result of
such inferences, rationalists conclude that the power of metaphor must consist in
making truth-candidates available that cannot be made available by other means.
To say that novels do not offer truth would be, for rationalists, to say that novels
should be viewed with the same suspicion as that with which Plato viewed the
poets. So rationalists who think that they should not be so viewed have to find a
way of construing them as purveying truth.
Nussbaum, to be sure, resists the suggestion that she is a rationalist in the
narrow sense in which Plato, but not Aristotle, deserves this pejorative epithet. In
her essay “An Aristotelian conception of rationality”, Nussbaum broadens the
notion of rationality until it becomes coextensive with practically every mental activity except blindly and stubbornly resisting suggestions about alternative ways
to describe what is going on. The trouble with flattening out the concept of “reason” in this way, however, is that the pursuit of truth gets flattened out into any
and every attempt to render one’s beliefs and desires coherent with one another,
or at least with every such attempt that is accompanied by conversability, by a willingness to hear the other side.
The distinction between knowing-that and knowing-how is blurred by this
flattening process. I want to keep that distinction sharp because I want to emphasize the distinction between a philosophical culture—one dominated by the quest
for redemptive knowledge about how things really are—and a literary culture.
Whereas Nussbaum wants to emphasize the similarities between Aristotle and James, I want to emphasize the differences.
One way of highlighting these differences is to remark that the area of culture we call “moral philosophy” would never have existed had people not started
agreeing with Socrates that reflective equilibrium is not good enough—if he had
not insisted that the universal is prior to the particular, and that we therefore need
universal rules and fixed definitions. So when Nussbaum says that Aristotle and
James are moral philosophers who hold that the particular is prior to the universal she seems to me to be stretching the use of the term “moral philosophy” too
far. For in this stretched sense any conversation about what to do—including the
sort of conversations that Cephalus, Pericles, Lysis, and Phaedrus might have had
with each other before they ever met Socrates—counts as moral philosophizing.
A further reason why my cultural politics, and therefore my account of the
relation between philosophy and the novel, differ from Nussbaum’s is that I do not
share her view that “…this is a rich and wonderful time in moral theory.” She says
that “One cannot find for generations, since the time of John Stuart Mill, if not ear258
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lier—an ear in which there has been so much excellent, adventurous, and varied
work on the central ethical and political questions of human life”(p. 159) I would
argue that most of the work on these questions that is being done today is not
done in philosophy departments, and that the relevant work done in those departments in the days of Dewey was on a par with that done in the days of Rawls.
As I see it, moral and political principles of the sort put forward by Kant,
Mill and Rawls summarize the intuitions that have been developed in the course
of a certain stretch of historical experience. Moral philosophy of the principle-formulating sort, the sort that is often done these days in philosophy departments, is
parasitic on the larger moral and political experience of the species. This is the
sort of experience that is gained from living through such events as the Wars of
Religion, the French Revolution, the rise of industrial capitalism, the Holocaust,
the American Civil Rights Movement of the middle of the twentieth century, the
end of the colonial empires, and the successive waves of feminist activism.
The intuitions which are generated by reflection on such events, and therefore the principles that summarize these intuitions, can, to be sure, be viewed in a
representationalist way, as glimpses of an enduring moral reality. Seeing them
this way, as Nussbaum does, leads one to view historical change as telling us more
about what human beings were always like, and what their moral duties always
were, rather than as telling us how human beings have changed in the course of
time. Seeing them in the way Nussbaum prefers leads one to view historical change as leading to a grasp of the eternal truth of propositions rather than simply to a
decrease in social and individual egotism, and to increased flexibility and sympathy in the making of moral decisions.
But if, as I do, one sees these changes not as cognitive gains but as enlargements of the imagination, one will think of moral theory of the sort Nussbaum
admires as a matter of playing catch-up. Whereas Nussbaum shares what
Nietzsche called Socrates’ “theoretical optimism”, and so views the philosophy
professors of the day whom she most admires as forming an avant-garde, I follow
Hegel in thinking that when moral philosophy paints its gray on gray, that is a
sign that a certain set of moral intuitions have become familiar and banal.
This difference between us leads Nussbaum to say that novelists such as James are under an obligation “to render reality, precisely and faithfully” and to add
that “in this task they are very much assisted by general principles, and by the habits and attachments that are their internalizations”(p. 155). By contrast, I think
“rendering reality” the wrong compliment to pay to James (although admittedly,
it is one he was inclined to pay to himself). Whenever a novelist creates a character with a set of self-descriptions and a moral outlook that we had never before
imagined, we can of course say, if we like, that an aspect of reality has been captured that had not previously been so well rendered. But it is the novelty of the character and the utility of our acquaintance with her that justifies our praise, rather
than the fidelity of representation. We did not know that aspect was there to be
represented before we met Dimitri Karamazov or Hyacinth Robinson, nor that a
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moral dilemma could be regarded as Fanny Assingham does before we overheard
her talking about it with her husband.
Analogously, we are on the lookout for scientific theories or political proposals that combine novelty and utility. If we then praise them for getting something (physical nature, the relation between the states and its citizens) right, it
is not because we are can compare the theory or proposal with the thing gotten
right and see that they match. In short, the intertwined compliments of “successful truth-seeking,” “cognitive achievement” and “faithful represenation of reality”
seem to me the vestiges of an outdated philosophical tradition, whereas to Nussbaum they seem the obvious and natural way to appreciate a novelist’s achievement. So Nussbaum’s claim that “habits and attachments” are internalizations of
general principles seems to me, once again, to put the cart before the horse. I see
the habits and attachments as doing the work, and the principles as attempts by
theorists to find a handy way of summarizing those habits and attachments.
Nussbaum’s cognitivist approach to morality leads naturally to the thought
that knowing-that (knowledge of general principles) leads to the sort of superior
moral know-how that James and his characters exhibit. My insistence on keeping
the distinction between these two ways of knowing sharp leads me to think of the
formulation of principles as of only pedagogic importance, and of moral theory
as a way of packaging the past for the use of the future rather than as a way of
getting closer to the way things really are. So I cannot see the force of Nussbaum’s claim that James safeguards himself against “relativism” by being “thoroughly committed to the real” (p. 163). “Relativism” seems to me a bugbear
fabricated in order to frighten people into thinking that principles are more than
handy summaries of intuitions.
Where Nussbaum sees moral philosophers as trying to attain reflective
equilibrium between rules and perceptions, I would say that, like novelists, they
help us to attain equilibrium between familiar perceptions which we have inherited from upbringing and tradition (the ones conveniently summarized by principles) and new intuitions that historical events and new acquaintances (real or
fictional) have recently caused us to have. So whereas Nussbaum favors what she
calls “the very simple Aristotelian idea that ethics is the search for a specification
of the good life for a human being” (p. 139). I find “the good life for a human being”, like “the accurate representation of moral reality”, an empty, useless, notion. The idea of “the good life for a human being” is Aristotle’s rather weak and
awkward substitute for Plato’s “Idea of the Good”. Both notions presuppose the
Socratic idea that moral progress is a result of self-knowledge.
Moral philosophy can be stretched to include novels like James’ only by deploying a “realist” view, claiming that anything that contributes to moral progress does so by helping us more faithfully to describe something already dimly
seen. All the reasons that have led philosophers to turn away from this view of
progress, and to switch from a Platonic rhetoric of discovery to a Nietzschean
rhetoric of creation, work against this view. But, of course, either rhetoric can
save the phenomena. So my disagreement with Nussbaum should not be seen, at
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least from my side, as a quarrel about what was or was not always already there to
be discovered. It is, like the debates about “realism” presently going on within in
philosophy of science and epistemology, simply a quarrel about whether to emphasize continuities or discontinuities between diverse human activities.
I want to see the rise of the novel in the last two centuries as something new
under the sun, something that may help initiate a new form of cultural life by helping to create a self-image for human beings as different from the one Aristotle
proposed as his cosmology is from our own. That is why Nussbaum’s attempt to
describe James’ novels as contributions to moral philosophy strikes me as analogous to a grand old firm—one whose wares are no longer much in demand—buying up a younger and more flourishing enterprise, and then sticking its own
corporate logo on that firm’s more saleable products.

5. Novel-reading as a spiritual exercise
At various points in this lecture I have offered an analogy between the use
by Christian believers of authors such as St. Bonaventure, Thomas a Kempis, St.
Ignatius Loyola, and John Bunyan and secularists’ use of Proust and James. I shall
close by developing this analogy a little further.
The term “spiritual development” is usually used only in reference to the attempt to get in touch with the divine. But it is occasionally used in a broader sense,
one in which it covers any attempt to transform oneself into a better sort of person by
changing one’s sense of what matters most. In this broader sense of the term, I
would urge that the novels of Proust and James help us achieve spiritual growth, and
thereby help many of us do what devotional reading helped our ancestors to do.
Using the term “spiritual” in this sense has the advantage of avoiding both
“aesthetic” and “moral” when explaining why Proust and James seem so important to so many. As I said earlier, the question of whether these men’s novels are
‘beautiful” does not strike members of their cults as having much point. But to
say that the novels are morally rather than, or as well as, aesthetically important
seems to leave something out. What it leaves out, I have suggested, is the sense of
exaltation that readers of these novels share with religious people who come away
from reading devotional literature with a sense of having visited a better world.
This sense of exaltation is not the same thing as being bowled over by the
sheer rhetorical or poetic power of one’s favorite passages. Such passages play the
role that their favorite passages in sacred scripture play for the religious. They become mantras, and reciting them brings very present help in time of trouble.
Thus secular Russian intellectuals, en route to the Gulag, exchanged quotations
from Pushkin and Byron, or sang Mozart arias, in order to remind themselves
that cold and hunger and wretchedness were not all there was to human life. The
religious intellectuals at the other end of the same freight car were fulfilling the
same need by reciting their favorite psalms.
The sense of exaltation I am trying to describe is, instead, a result of reading
books as wholes, of following plots through to the end, rather than with being ren261
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dered momentarily delirious by a startling poetic figure, a perfectly crafted couplet, or a splendidly balanced antithesis. It may result from following the career of
a figure such as Lambert Strether or Isabel Archer, in the same way that one
might followe the career of Christian in A pilgrim’s progress, or the attempts at ever
greater puirty of heart described by Loyola. Following such careers lifts up the heart
by letting the reader hope that she herself might eventually overcome the immaturity, the confusion, and the incoherence of her days.
For the religious intellectual, this hope is for union with God, with something
sublime, mysterious, unconditioned, belonging to another world. For the intellectual who finds James and Proust exalting, it is the hope that she will be able someday
to see her life in this world as a work of art—that she will someday be able to look
back and bring everything together into some sort of pattern—her loves and her rivalries, her fantasies and her defeats, herself in youth and in old age. It is the hope
that all the people and events that have been important to her can be brought together into a coherent story of maturation. It is the hope for rounded completion
and self-recognition, and is more like a longing for shapeliness than like the ambition
of transcendence.
There principal character whose career is followed by the reader of Rememberance of things past is Marcel the narrator. He is the person whom all of Proust’s readers take to be identical with the novelist, and with whose hopes and guilts and
hesitations they themselves identify. So when the narrator, in the last volume, realizes that he is now in a position to write his novel, it is their triumph as well as his.
They share both his confidence and his exaltation. By writing a novel about a man
who keeps hoping to write the novel that the reader is reading, and who finally succeeds, Proust brings about the same sense of intimacy that Bayley describes as experienced by readers of James. By his success, Proust gives the idea that one’s life can
be a work of art—an idea familiar from Pater, Wilde and Nietzsche—substance and
plausibility of a sort it could not have acquired otherwise.
Those who find Proust’s novel pointless or offensive are likely to call Proust
an egotist. But to cultists like myself he is the person who did the most to help us
understand the dangers of self-centeredness. He did so precisely by paying more
careful attention to himself, and to everybody he met, than most of us can manage. By portraying dozens and dozens of self-centered people, and himself as the
most self-centered of all, he helped his readers understand what they needed to
watch out for, what they needed to be afraid of, as well as what they might hope
for. He used self-centeredness against itself, and thus accomplished the sort of
creative self-overcoming that Nietzsche praised.
Not even members of the Proust cult think that this would be a better
world if we all passed our lives in the way that Proust passed his. But because we
do not think that there is such a thing as “the good life for man”, we do not think
that this universalizability test is relevant. We do not think that everybody should
live their life in the way in which Socrates, or Christ, or Nietzsche lived theirs
either. We want as many different creative self-overcomings as we can get, for the
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more such examples we have before us the more useful advice we can pick up
about how such a thing is possible.
But we do not think that creative self-overcoming is the only sort of life that it
befits a human being to lead. Human happiness would certainly be greatly increased
if that sort of life became an option for more people than it is now, but that does not
mean that everybody should try it. Members of the Proust cult do not think everybody can profit from attempting to do so, any more than the Catholic Church thinks
that everyone can profit from attempting to become a saint.
The big difference between the Proustians and the Catholics, and more generally between the religious and the literary cultures, is that devotional reading
emphasizes purification rather than enlargement, getting rid of distractions
rather than incorporating them in a larger unity. Novel-reading, on the other
hand, aims at encompassing multitudes rather than eliminating superfluities.
One reason Proust’s novel is exemplary is that it is long and complex enough to
take in most of what was important in the author’s life.
Although not everybody should try to overcome themselves, everybody can
and should hope to end their lives with some sense of what it meant, how it hung
together, what form it took. This is easy to do if one’s life was nothing but remorseless grinding dawn-to-dusk toil, or if it was lived within the confines of a
backwoods village, or of a narrow and unquestioned faith. Yet these are just the
sorts of lives that people who use novels as aids to spiritual development think of
as in danger of “meaninglessness” (Think here of the novel-reading heroines of
Madame Bovary and of Sinclair Lewis’ Main Street). The epithet is used because
such people think a that a life has meaning just insofar as the person living it is
able to find some unity in, impose some form on, as great a variety of persons and
things and events as possible.
It is often claimed that the special sort of pleasure we get from beautiful objects
comes from their ability to combine unity and variety, so it may seem that taking this
combination as an aim for a human life is possible only for aesthetes—leisured, spoiled, morally irresponsible flaneurs. But the hope for this sort of combination is not
incompatible with moral strenuousness, nor even with moral entrepreneurship. To
say that everybody can and should try to look back on their life and find form and
meaning in it is not yet to say anything about the extent of one’s responsibilities to
others. James and Proust do not, as far as I can see, offer much advice on how to balance those responsibilities with responsibilities to oneself. Still, one will be safer in
the hands of people who admired their novels than in the hands of readers who
found those novels pointless.
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Kant vs. Dewey
The current situation of moral philosophy

In recent decades, Anglophone philosophy professors have had a harder
and harder time explaining to their fellow-academics, and to society at
large, what they do to earn their keep. The more specialized and professionalized the study of philosophy becomes, the less respect it is paid by the
rest of the academy or by the public. By now it runs some risk of being
ignored altogether, regarded in the same way that classical philology is, as
a quaint, albeit rather charming, survival.
This problem is less acute, however, in the case of moral philosophy,
which is the most visible and generally intelligible of the various philosophical specialties. But even moral philosophers are hard pressed to
explain what they think they are doing. They need to claim an ability to see
more deeply into matters of right and wrong than most people. But it is
not clear what it is about their training that permits them to do so. People
who have written their Ph.D. dissertations in this area of philosophy can
hardly claim to have had more experience with diﬃcult moral choices than
most. But what exactly can they claim?
A familiar sort of answer to this line of questioning was given by Peter
Singer thirty-odd years ago in a much-discussed article in the New York
Times Magazine. The article was called “Philosophers Are Back on the
Job.” Singer thought of himself as bringing glad tidings. Philosophers, he
explained, had once held that moral judgments were unarguable expressions of emotion, but now they had come back to their senses. They had
joined the rest of the population in believing that there were good and bad
arguments in favor of alternative moral choices.
Now that they had come to appreciate this fact, Singer continued, the
public would be well advised to listen to moral philosophers’ views on such
vexed topics as abortion. For, he explained, “No conclusions about what
we ought to do can validly be drawn from a description of what most
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people in our society think we ought to do.” On the contrary, “if we have
a soundly based moral theory, we ought to be prepared to accept its implications even if they force us to change our moral views on major issues.”
Fortunately, he continued, philosophers are capable of providing such theories and thus correcting society’s moral intuitions. As he put it, “the
philosopher’s training makes him more than ordinarily competent in
assessing arguments and detecting fallacies. He has studied the nature of
moral concepts, and the logic of moral argument.” Singer concluded his
article by saying that “the entry of philosophers into areas of ethical
concern from which they have hitherto excluded themselves is the
most stimulating and potentially fruitful of all the recent developments in
philosophy.”
When I first read this article, I squirmed in embarrassment. Singer’s view
of the social role of philosophy professors struck me as calculated to make
the public even more suspicious of us philosophers than it already was. For,
on his account, moral philosophers have “soundly based theories” that are
grounded on something quite diﬀerent from the moral intuitions of the
public. They have a diﬀerent, and better, source of moral knowledge than
those intuitions can provide. This source, which philosophers traditionally
refer to as “reason,” has an authority that takes precedence over any alternative source.
On Singer’s account, moral philosophers are somehow more in touch
with this source, and therefore more rational, than the vulgar. It is not clear
whether this is the cause or the eﬀect of their superior grasp of what Singer
calls “the nature of moral concepts of the logic of moral argument.”
However that may be, I think the notion of a moral theory based on something sounder than a set of moral intuitions as dubious as the idea that
moral concepts have a special nature that the experts understand better
than the vulgar, and as the idea that moral argument has a special logic that
philosophical training enables one to appreciate.
To grasp a concept is just to know how to use a word. You grasp the
concept of “isotope” if you know how to talk about physical chemistry, and
the concept of “mannerism” when you know how to talk about the history
of European painting. But concepts like “right,” “ought,” and “responsible”
are not technical concepts, and it is not clear what special training could
enable you to grasp the uses of these words better than do the laity.
When it comes to “the logic of moral arguments,” I am again baﬄed. I
cannot think of any sense of the word “logic” in which arguments about
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the right thing to do have a diﬀerent logic than arguments about what profession to go into or what house to buy or whom to vote for. I cannot
imagine how Singer would defend the claim that judges and social workers,
for example, are less familiar with this “logic” than are trained moral
philosophers, or the claim that philosophical training would help such
people do their jobs better.
I do not mean to be philistine about this. I quite agree that widely read
people are often better at making moral choices than people with little
learning and, consequently, little imagination. Moral philosophes are, typically though not invariably, widely read and imaginative people. But I do
not think that Singer, and others who agree with his evaluation of the social
value of moral philosophy, give us much reason to believe that training in
philosophy rather than in, for example, anthropology or the history of
European literature or the criminal law will be especially helpful in giving
one a superior ability to make moral decisions. I admire many of my colleagues who specialize in moral philosophy, and I read many of their books
with pleasure and profit. But I should never dream of making the sorts of
claims for them that Singer did.
I would like to suggest an alternative answer to the question of what
most professors of moral philosophy have that others do not. They do not
have more rigor or clarity or insight than the laity, but they do have a much
greater willingness to take seriously the views of Immanuel Kant. More
than any other author in the history of philosophy, Kant gave currency and
respectability to notions like “the nature of moral concepts” and “the logic
of moral argument.” For he claimed that morality was like nothing else in
the world – that it was utterly distinctive. He argued that there is a vast and
unbridgeable diﬀerence between two realms – the realm of prudence and
that of morality. If one agrees with him about this, as many moral philosophers still do, then one will be predisposed to think that one might make
a professional specialty out of the study of moral concepts. But if one
has not read Kant, or if one’s response to reading The Fundamental
Principles of the Metaphysics of Morals is either revulsion or a fit of the
giggles, the idea that morality can be an object of professional study may
well seem farfetched.
Again, if one takes Kant seriously, then Singer’s idea that there is a separate source for moral principles, one that provides the principles that
ground a “soundly based moral theory,” will sound plausible. If you have
not read Kant, or have failed to find his views attractive, you may think, as
I do, that all a moral principle can possibly do is to abbreviate a range of
moral intuitions. Principles are handy for summing up a range of moral
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reactions, but they do not have independent force that can correct such
reactions. They draw all their force from our intuitions concerning the consequences of acting on them.
As I read the history of philosophy, Kant is a transitional figure – somebody who helped us get away from the idea that morality is a matter of
divine command, but who unfortunately retained the idea that morality
is a matter of unconditional obligations. I would accept Elizabeth
Anscombe’s suggestion that if you do not believe in God, you would do
well to drop notions like “law” and “obligation” from the vocabulary you
use when deciding what to do.
Like other great thinkers of the Enlightenment, Kant wanted to get rid
of the idea that the priests were moral experts, and to establish the democratic doctrine that every human being, or at least every male human, had
the inner resources necessary to make sound moral decisions. But he
thought that these resources consisted in the possession of an unconditional principle – the categorical imperative – that would enable us to
decide how to resolve moral dilemmas. He saw this imperative as the
product of a special faculty that he called “pure practical reason,” a faculty
whose deliverances were entirely unaﬀected by historical experience. We
can appeal from society’s moral intuitions to that faculty, and it will tell us
which intuitions to keep and which to throw out.
Nietzsche said that a bad smell of blood and the lash hangs over Kant’s
categorical imperative. My favorite contemporary moral philosopher,
Annette Baier, detects the same stench. As Baier sees the matter, the
Kantian notion of unconditional obligation is borrowed from an authoritarian, patriarchal, religious tradition that should have been abandoned
rather than reconstructed. Had we followed Hume’s advice, we should have
stopped talking about unconditional obligations when we stopped being
afraid of postmortem tortures. When we ceased to agree with Dostoevsky
that if God did not exist, everything would be permitted, we should have
put aside the morality–prudence distinction. We should not have substituted “Reason” for “God” as the name of a law-giver.
We are often told by contemporary moral philosophers that Kant made
a breathtaking discovery, and gave us a vitally important new idea, that of
moral autonomy. But I suspect that when Kant is given credit for this discovery, we are using the term ambiguously. Everybody thinks autonomy in
the sense of freedom from outside impositions is a fine thing. Nobody
likes either human or divine tyrants. But the specifically Kantian sense of
autonomy – having one’s moral decisions made by reason rather than by
anything capable of being influenced by experience – is quite a diﬀerent
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matter. Relatively few people agree with devotees of Kant such as Christine
Korsgaard – perhaps the most eminent, and certainly the most uncompromising, of contemporary Kantian moral philosophers. She thinks that Kant
was right to hold that there is a special kind of motivation called “moral”
and that “moral motivation, if it exists, can only be autonomous.”
Autonomy in the sense of obedience to reason’s unconditional command
is a very special, very technical, concept – one that has to be learned in the
way that any other technical concept is learned, by working one’s way into
a specifically Kantian language game.
This language game is one that you have to know how to play in order
to get a Ph.D. in moral philosophy. But a lot of people who spend their
lives making hard moral decisions get along nicely in blithe ignorance of
its existence. A great deal of contemporary Anglophone moral philosophy
takes for granted a discourse in which the idea of “specifically moral motivation” goes unquestioned, as does the idea that “morality” is the name of
a still rather mysterious entity that requires intensive study. Reading Kant
is a good way to get initiated into this discourse.
Reading my own philosophical hero, John Dewey, is a good way to find
one’s way out of this discourse. Dewey hoped that there would be fewer
and fewer people who found Kant’s way of talking about moral choice
attractive. Dewey thought that it was a very bad idea to separate morality
from prudence, and a particularly bad idea to think that moral imperatives have a diﬀerent source than prudential advice. He viewed Kant as a
figure whose view of human beings could never be reconciled with
Darwin’s naturalistic account of our origins. On a post-Darwinian view,
Dewey argued, there can be no sharp break between empirical and
non-empirical knowledge, any more than between empirical and
non-empirical practical considerations, or between fact and value. All
inquiry – in ethics as well as physics, in politics as well as logic – is a matter
of reweaving our webs of beliefs and desires in such a way as to give ourselves more happiness and richer and freer lives. All our judgments are
experimental and fallible. Unconditionality and absolutes are not things
we should strive for.
As Dewey saw these matters, the Kantian split between the empirical
and the non-empirical was a relic of the Platonic distinction between the
material and the immaterial, and thus of the theologico-metaphysical
distinction between the human and the divine. Dewey thought this “brood
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and nest of dualisms,” as he called it, should be swept aside, taking Plato
and Kant with it.
I think of contemporary moral philosophy as trapped between Kant and
Dewey because most philosophers these days are naturalists who would like
their views to be readily reconcilable with a Darwinian view of how we got
here. But Darwinians cannot be at ease with the Kantian idea of a distinctively moral motivation, or of a faculty called “reason” that issues commands. For them, rationality can only be the search for intersubjective
agreement about how to carry out cooperative projects. That view of rationality is hard to reconcile with the Kantian distinction between morality
and prudence.
Learning how to play the language game in which the Kantian concept
of autonomy has its original home requires taking Kant’s baroque faculty
psychology seriously. For to wield this concept one must first break up the
person so as to distinguish the law-giving from the law-receiving psychical
elements. Dewey devoted a lot of energy to helping us get rid of this distinction, and he was largely successful. The idea of a law-giving faculty
called “reason,” it seems to me, lingers on only among two sorts of people.
The first are masochists who want to hold on to a sense of sin while still
enjoying the comforts of a clean, well-lighted, fully mechanized, Newtonian
universe. The second are professors of moral philosophy whose job descriptions presuppose a clear distinction between morality and prudence, and so
are suspicious of Deweyan attempts to break that distinction down.
Dewey was, I think, on the right track when he wrote:
Kant’s separation of reverence [for the commands of reason], as the one moral sentiment[,] from all others as pathological, is wholly arbitrary . . . And it may even
be questioned whether this feeling, as Kant treats it, is even the highest or ultimate
form of moral sentiment – whether it is not transitional to love.

In his thirties, when he was still a follower of T. H. Green, Dewey saw
Hegel as having moved beyond Kant in the same way that the New
Testament had moved beyond the Old – by replacing the law and the
prophets with love. Both Hegel and Christ, as Dewey read them, had
managed to move beyond the obsessive desire for ritual purity (or, as Kant
called it, the need to cleanse morality of all traces of the merely empirical).
Even after Dewey had ceased to think of himself as a Hegelian, he never
faltered in his attempt to tear down the dualisms that moral philosophy
had inherited from Kant.
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My other favorite contemporary moral philosopher, J. B. Schneewind,
manages to respect and admire Kant in a way that Baier and I do not. But
he has tried to distance himself from the worst parts of Kant in various
essays. One of these is an early article, published in , called “Moral
Knowledge and Moral Principles.” There he urges that we drop the idea
that moral philosophers have a duty to provide us with moral principles
that are completely context-free, in the sense of “capable of being applied
to any kind of situation.” He supports this point by saying:
From the fact that a given principle is supreme in resolving conflicts it does not
follow that it must be supreme in every context. To suppose that it does follow
would be like supposing that every decision and rule agreed upon by a happily
married couple depends upon the authority of the divorce court, since that court
has the final word in settling all their aﬀairs if they cannot settle them by other
means . . . Any principle established with the help of argument might simply be
as it were a moral ambulance, not for everyday use, having the right of precedence
only in emergencies and not in the ordinary run of events.

In this essay, Schneewind did not explicitly endorse this “only in emergencies” view of moral principles but much that he has said in later years
seems to accord with it. Thus in an essay criticizing Korsgaard’s emphasis
on the unconditionality of moral principles Schneewind remarks:
In deliberations embedded in a complex context of shared assumptions and agreements there may be no practical need to continue to seek for reasons until we find
one that meets Korsgaard’s requirement [the requirement that justification be conclusive]. Justificational skepticism does not naturally arise in these contexts . . .
Philosophical skepticisms would lead us to think that we can never rightly rely on
even possibly doubtful premises. But Korsgaard would have to justify this standard
in order to use it to start us on the regress argument that leads her to the principle
no free agent could question.

Schneewind goes on to say that in emergencies – situations in which we
have reasons for criticizing some of our hitherto unquestioned moral commonplaces, or are facing radically new problems, or are dealing with or
aﬀecting people whose morality and culture are unfamiliar to us – the
Kantian formulations (of the categorical imperative) are just what we
need. It may indeed be useful, in those cases, to ask ourselves whether
we are using other human beings merely as means. But he notes that the
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utilitarian principle may be helpful too. It may be useful, in such cases, to
ask ourselves which decision will increase human happiness – will produce
more pleasure and less pain. Schneewind says that
both sorts of principle possess the unlimited generality that makes them suitable
for helping us reach reasoned agreement in the special kinds of deliberative situation where our “thicker” or more specific reasons no longer do the job.

Although Schneewind says that he thinks Kant’s ambulance service better
than Mill’s, he does not seem to care much about the Kant–Mill diﬀerence.
Like Annette Baier, Schneewind has evinced exasperation with the fascination that this diﬀerence exerts on contemporary moral philosophers –
the obsession with the opposition between consequentialism and nonconsequentialism that still dominates Ethics . When reading later chapters of Schneewind’s recent history of moral philosophy, The Invention of
Autonomy, one gets the sense that Schneewind’s favorite eighteenthcentury moral philosopher is not Kant but rather Diderot, of whom he
writes: “Seek happiness with justice in this life; if this is a moral principle,
it is the one Diderot would support.”
My own view is that nobody should put in much time dithering about
which ambulance service to call in emergencies. The principle Schneewind
puts in Diderot’s mouth is all that we will ever get, and all we will ever need,
in the way of a reconciliation of Mill with Kant. I agree with Baier when
she says that we should stop telling students in freshman ethics classes that
principles are terribly important, and that they are being intellectually irresponsible if they do not sign up with one ambulance service or the other.
So I read Schneewind as saying that the choice of which service to contract with is much less important than the realization that moral principles
can do no more than summarize a lot of our previous deliberations –
remind us of some of our previous intuitions and practices. Such thin and
abstract reminders may help when thicker and more concrete considerations leave us still at odds with our neighbors. They do not provide algorithms, but they oﬀer the only sort of guidance that abstraction has to oﬀer.
Schneewind ended his  article by saying that we should not mistake
the decision that a certain moral principle sums up a lot of relevant experience “for a discovery that certain principles are basic because of their own
inherent nature.” As a good Deweyan, Schneewind is not about to take
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the Kantian notion of “inherent nature” seriously. He cites Dewey as
holding that “what is scientific about morality is neither some basic principle or principles on which it rests . . . but the general structure of its contents and its methods.” One might restate the point by saying that on a
Deweyan, as opposed to a Kantian, view, what makes physics, ethics, and
logic rational is not that they are axiomatizable but that each is what
Wilfrid Sellars called “a self-correcting enterprise which can put any claim
in jeopardy but not all at once.”
To say that moral principles have no inherent nature is to imply that they
have no distinctive source. They emerge from our encounters with our surroundings in the same way that hypotheses about planetary motion, codes
of etiquette, epic poems, and all our other patterns of linguistic behavior
emerge. Like these other emergents, they are good insofar as they lead to
good consequences, not because they stand in some special relation either
to the universe or to the human mind. For Deweyans questions about
sources and principles, about das Ursprungliches and ta archaia, are always
a sign that the philosophers are up to their old Platonic tricks. They are
trying to shortcut the ongoing calculation of consequences by appealing to
something stable and permanent, something whose authority is not subject
to empirical test.
Whenever Kantian reactionaries like Husserl and Russell gain the upper
hand over progressive Hegelian historicists like Green and Dewey, philosophy professors once again start drawing non-empirical lines between
science and the rest of culture, and also between morality and prudence.
The former undertaking played a considerable role in creating what we
now call “analytic philosophy.” But it is now viewed skeptically by such
post-Kuhnian, Hegelianized philosophers of science as Ian Hacking,
Arthur Fine, and Bruno Latour. These writers insist that there are only sociological distinctions between science and non-science, distinctions revolving around such notions as expert cultures, initiation into disciplinary
matrices, and the like. There are no metaphysical or methodological
diﬀerences. There is nothing for philosophy of science, as opposed to the
history and sociology of science, to be about.
I think this post-Kuhnian stance would have been welcomed by
Dewey, for whom the term “scientific method” signified little more than
Peirce’s injunction to remain experimental and open-minded in one’s
outlook – to make sure that one was not blocking the road of inquiry. If



Ibid., .
Wilfrid Sellars, Science, Perception and Reality (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, ), .

Kant vs. Dewey



Arthur Fine’s claim that “science is not special” comes to be generally
accepted, there may no longer be an overarching discipline called “philosophy of science,” although there may quite well be fruitful areas of
inquiry called “philosophy of quantum mechanics” or “philosophy of
evolutionary biology.”
Something analogous might happen if we were to psychologize the
morality–prudence distinction in the way that the Kuhnians have sociologized the science–common sense distinction. We could do this by saying
that what distinguishes morality from prudence is not a matter of sources
but simply the psychological diﬀerence between matters that touch upon
what Korsgaard calls our “practical identity” – our sense of what we would
rather die than do – and those that do not. The relevant diﬀerence is not
one of kind, but of degree of felt importance, just as the diﬀerence between
science and non-science is a diﬀerence in degree of specialization and professionalization.
Since our sense of who we are, and of what is worth dying for, is obviously up for historical and cultural grabs, to follow out this line of thought
would once again lead us away from Kant to Hegel, and eventually to
Dewey’s synthesis of Hegel with Darwin. In a Deweyan philosophical
climate, disciplines such as the “philosophy of American constitutional
law” or the “philosophy of diminished responsibility” or the “philosophy of
sexual relationships” might flourish, but nobody would see much point in
an overarching discipline called “moral philosophy,” any more than they
would see a point in one called “philosophy of science.” Just as there would
be nothing called “scientificity” to be studied, there would be nothing
called “morality.” The obsolescence of Kantian discourse would make the
idea of study of the “nature of moral concepts” sound silly, and might thus
lead to a remapping of the philosophical terrain. There is a reason, however,
why we resist the suggestion that the morality–prudence distinction is
simply a matter of individual psychology – why we think that morality is
both special and mysterious, and that philosophers ought to have something to say about its intrinsic nature. We think it special because we think
that “Why should I be moral?” is a good question in a way that “Why
should I be scientific?” is not. This is because we interpret “moral” as
meaning “having roughly the practical identity that we in fact have.” We
think that there ought to be people who can show us why our side is right –
why we decent, tolerant, good-hearted liberals are something more than an
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epiphenomenon of recent socioeconomic history. Moral philosophers seem
good candidates for this role. Kantians of the strict observance such as
Korsgaard explicitly accept it.
Here, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, we can do without
philosophy of science because we have no need for reassurance about
science. We can drop the idea that scientificity is an important natural kind,
because science is not in danger. Philosophy of science – in its traditional
form of an argument that the scientific method, and only the scientific
method, could tell us how things really and truly were – seemed important
back in the days when Pius IX was anathematizing modern civilization. But
as the tension between religion and science gradually ceased to occupy the
attention of the intellectuals, philosophy of science came to look like one
more teapot in which to stir up academic tempests. Nowadays philosophy
of science attracts public attention only when, for example, fundamentalist preachers decide to take another crack at Darwin, or when sociobiologists try to take over the magisterium once enjoyed by theologians.
In contrast, moral philosophy may still look indispensable. This is
because there is a permanent tension between the morality of the
Enlightenment and the primitive, barbaric, exclusionary moralities of cultures and populations that have not enjoyed the security and wealth we
have. Those cultures have missed out on the emergence of tolerance, pluralism, miscegenation, democratic government and people like us. So nonacademics are inclined to feel that this may be one area in which philosophy
professors actually earn their keep – a confidence not felt about analytic
philosophers who specialize in what they call “the core areas of philosophy,”
metaphysics and epistemology.
This favorable predisposition may not survive Ethics , but students
who enter that course afraid of what they call “relativism” continue to
provide an appreciative audience for books that will tell them, as Kant does,
that morality has a special source – a special relation to something neither
contingent nor historically locatable. The best recent book of this sort –
Korsgaard’s The Sources of Normativity – attempts both to reconstruct the
morality–prudence wall that Dewey tried to tear down and to prove that
our side is right – that the European Enlightenment was not just an historical contingency, but rather a rational necessity. Replying to Schneewind
and other critics of her insistence on unconditionality, Korsgaard says:
To all of the fans of the embedded, the pragmatic, the contextual, and so on, who
are always insisting that justifications must come to an end somewhere, Kant
would answer that justifications can come to an end only with a law you yourself
will, one you’d be prepared to will for everyone, because justifications must come

Kant vs. Dewey



to an end with you – with the dictate of your own mind. And in this, I stand with
Kant.

For Korsgaard, one’s mind has a structure that transcendental philosophy
can reveal. By revealing that structure, philosophy can provide a transcendental argument for the truth of Enlightenment morality – an argument
that will convince even Nazis and mafiosi if they just think hard and long
enough. To be reflective, for Korsgaard, is to let one’s mind work freely to
explore the implications of its own existence, rather than being distracted
by passion and prejudice.
Dewey agreed with the later Wittgenstein that we should avoid confusing questions about sources – which should always be treated as requests
for causal explanation – with questions about justification. This is the confusion that Dewey and his follower Wilfrid Sellars diagnosed in empiricist
epistemology. But the confusion is, of course, common to the empiricists,
the Platonists and the Kantians. It consists in the attempt to split the soul
or the mind up into faculties named “reason,” “the senses,” “the emotions,”
“the will” and the like and then to legitimize a controversial claim by saying
that it has the support of the only relevant faculty. Empiricists argue that
since the senses are our only windows on the world, only they can tell us
what the world is like. The Platonists and the Kantians say that since
unleashed desire is the source of moral evil, only something utterly distinct
from desire can be the source of moral righteousness.
Korsgaard revels, as happily and unself-consciously as Kant himself, in
faculty psychology. She says, for example, that “the relation of the thinking
self to the acting self is one of legitimate authority,” and would presumably say that any authority claimed by the passionate self would be illegitimate. Again, she says that “our identity as moral beings – as people who
value themselves as human beings – stands behind our more particular
practical identities.” It stands, so to speak, in the shadows behind my
identity as parent, lover, businessman, patriot, mafioso, professor or Nazi,
waiting to be revealed by reflection. How powerfully it makes itself felt
depends, in Korsgaard’s phrase, upon “how much of the light of reflection
is on.”
Visual metaphors of this sort are as central to Korsgaard’s thinking as to
Plato’s, but such metaphors are anathema to those who follow Dewey in
thinking of the self as a self-reweaving and self-correcting network of beliefs
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and desires – a homeostatic mechanism. To see all inquiry (in physics and
logic as well as in ethics) as such a search for homeostasis, for temporary
reflective equilibrium, is to set aside the search for legitimizing faculties
and, more generally, the search for sources. “Reason” is no more a source
for concepts or judgments than is “sense experience” or “physical reality.”
The whole idea of legitimizing a concept or a judgment by finding out
where it came from is a bad one.
Readers of Wittgenstein who are accustomed to treat “our concept of X”
as synonymous with “our use of the word X” will be suspicious of
Korsgaard’s demand that philosophers tell us the source of moral concepts.
For them, the question “What is the source of our uses of the normative
terms we employ in our moral deliberations?” can only be interpreted as a
request for historical background. Histories of moral reflection like
Schneewind’s, Charles Taylor’s, and Alasdair MacIntyre’s, rather than
books like Korsgaard’s own, will be thought of as providing appropriate
answers to it.
Wittgensteinians will be especially suspicious when Korsgaard goes on
to ask: “Where do we get these ideas that outstrip the world we experience
and seem to call into question, to render judgment on it, to say that it does
not measure up, that it is not what it ought to be?” Korsgaard says that it
is clear that we do not get these ideas from experience. But the notion of
getting ideas from experience requires us to dredge up all the dogmas of
empiricism, as well as an obsolete Lockean building-block picture of language learning. The same goes for the assumption that there is a nice, neat
distinction between descriptive ideas and normative ideas, the former
coming from experience and the latter from a less obvious source.
Wittgensteinians think that we get ideas that outstrip the actual from the
same place we get ideas that delimit the actual – from the people who
taught us how to use the words that are used to formulate those ideas. From
this perspective, the question “What are the sources of normativity?” has
no more appeal than “What are the sources of facticity?” For a norm is just
a certain kind of fact – a fact about what people do – seen from the inside.
Suppose that, as a matter of contingent fact, a community to which I am
proud to belong despises people who do A. Members of this community
often say they would rather be dead than do A. My identification with that
community leads me to say “We [or “People of our sort” or “People I
respect”] don’t do A.” When I say that, using the first person, I am reporting a norm. When I stand back from my community, in my capacity as
anthropologist or intellectual historian and say “They would rather die
than do A,” I am reporting a fact. The source of the norm is, so to speak,
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my internalization of the fact. Or, if you like, the source of the fact is the
externalization of the norm.
This was Sellars’ account of the relation between fact and value, and of
the moral point of view. For Sellars, as for Dewey, the former relation was
suﬃciently clarified by pointing out the relation between “Young men in
Papua feel obliged to hunt heads” and “All of us young men here in Papua
would be ashamed of ourselves if we did not hunt heads.” It is the tokenreflexive pronoun that makes the big diﬀerence, and the only diﬀerence.
Korsgaard herself seems to come close to this view when she says that the
answer to her question about the sources of normativity “must appeal, in a
deep way, to the sense of who we are, to our sense of our identity.” She
goes on to say that one condition on “a successful answer to the normative
question” is that “it must show that sometimes doing the wrong thing is
as bad or worse than death.” She adds that “the only thing that could be as
bad or worse than death is something that for us amounts to death – not
being ourselves any more.”
Dewey could agree completely with this point, but he would think that
once it has been made, we know all that we shall ever know about the
sources of normativity. So Deweyans will regret that Korsgaard thinks that
there is more to be discovered, and that only such a discovery will enable
philosophers to meet the challenge of an agent facing a diﬃcult moral
demand who asks “Why must I do it?” Korsgaard tells us that “an agent
who doubts whether he must really do what morality says also doubts
whether it is so bad to be morally bad.”
But one will take the question “Why should I be moral?” seriously only
if one thinks that the answer “Because you might not be able to live with
yourself if you thought yourself immoral” is not good enough. But why
should it not suﬃce? Only, it seems to me, because the person who doubts
that she should be moral is already in the process of cobbling together a
new identity for herself – one that does not commit her to doing the thing
that her old identity took to be obligatory.
Huck Finn, for example, fears that he may not be able to live with
himself if he does not help return Jim to slavery. But he winds up giving it
a try. He would not be so willing, presumably, if he were completely unable
to imagine a new practical identity – the identity of one who takes loyalty
to friends as releasing one from legal and conventional obligations. That,
presumably, is the identity Huck will claim when explaining to St. Peter
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why he should not be sent to hell as a thief. Analogously, a Catholic doctor
who thinks she would rather die than kill a fetus may find herself hastily
weaving a new practical identity for herself when she turns out to be a desperate rape victim’s only hope.
Socrates was able to make the thesis that nobody knowingly does evil
sound plausible only because most of us share Huck’s, or my imagined
doctor’s, ability to whip up a new practical identity to suit the occasion.
Most of us have had experience with doing just that. We find Socrates
himself explaining, in the Apology, that he has spent his life fashioning a
new identity for himself, and that now he would rather die than be what
his judges call “moral” – that is, revert to being the person whom he and
they were brought up to be. This new identity may well have looked to
Socrates’ audience like a rationalization of neurotic perversity, just as
Huck’s new-found identity would have looked like a rationalization of
moral weakness to the local sheriﬀ.
Korsgaard thinks that there is an ahistorical criterion for distinguishing
a rationalization of weakness from a heartening example of moral progress.
Deweyans think that there is only the criterion of how well or badly we ourselves can fit Huck’s or Socrates’ new practical identities together with our
own. There is only, if you like, the judgment of history – that particular
history that leads up to us, with the practical identities we currently have.
To paraphrase the old saw about treason, Huck’s and Socrates’ identities
prospered, and none now dare call them rationalizations of weakness or
perversity. By contrast, consider young Hans, a German soldier who was
assigned to murder Jewish children found hiding in the hedgerows of
Poland. He hastily constructed a new practical identity for himself – that
of the good, obedient servant of the Fuehrer. Thanks to the might of the
Allied armies, this identity did not prosper.
On the Deweyan view I am sketching, the pragmatic cash value of the
question “Why should I be moral?” is “Should I retain the practical identite I presently have, or rather develop and cherish the new identity I shall
have to assume if I do what my present practical identity forbids?” On this
way of thinking of the matter, the question “Why should I be moral?” is a
question that arises only when two or more alternative practical identities
are under consideration. That is why the question almost never arises in
traditional societies of the sort in which the jurymen who tried Socrates
were raised. These jurors could make little sense of the question, and therefore little sense of Socrates’ life.
But the question arises in modern pluralistic societies all the time – not
to mention societies in which cruel tyrants suddenly take control. In those
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societies, however, it is not usually thought of as a question for philosophers
to answer by giving a satisfactory theory of the sources of normativity.
Rather, it is a question about which of the many available suppliers of alternative practical identities I should buy from.
On my construal, then, the question “Why should I be moral?” is typically a preliminary to asking “What morality should I have?” The latter
question is itself a way of asking “Should I continue to think certain actions
to be as bad as or worse than death?” This is, of course, quite diﬀerent from
Korsgaard’s Kantian construal. She thinks it is a question to be answered
by looking not at the relative attractions of various communities and identities, but at something that exists independently of the historical contingencies that create communities and identities.
To see better how this question looks from the Deweyan point of view I
am recommending, consider an analogy between “Why should I be
moral?” and “Why should I think this podium and these chairs to be real?”
This Cartesian question, Wittgensteinians like Bouwsma have suggested,
should be taken seriously only if an alternative account of the appearances
is suggested: for example, that these items of furniture are actually papiermâché imitations of the real thing, or that they are illusions produced by
needles stuck in my brain. Some such concrete and detailed account of my
temptation to believe in their reality has to be oﬀered before I shall bother
to consider the claim that they are unreal. Once such an account is provided, then an alternative candidate for local reality – perhaps stage-setters
or mad doctors – may become plausible. But to peruse the merits of these
alternative candidates is not to do philosophy. No exploration of what
“real” means or of the nature of reality is likely to help.
Analogously, I am suggesting that the question “Why should I be
moral?” should be taken seriously only if an alternative morality is beginning to sound plausible. But to peruse the merits of these alternative candidates is not a task for the sort of philosopher who purports to tell us more
about the meanings of the terms “real” and “moral” – the sort who investigates the “natures” of these concepts.
Korsgaard defines “a theory of moral concepts” as an answer to three
questions: what moral concepts mean or contain, what they apply to, and
where they come from. On the view I am suggesting, only the second of
these questions is a good one. The question of what moral concepts mean
is as bad as the questions of what such concepts as “real podium,” “cardboard imitation podium” and “needle inserted in the podium-perceiving
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area of my brain” mean. Until somebody exhibits concrete puzzlement
about when to use which term, the concepts do not need clarification.
A romantic and troubled adolescent who wonders whether to try to
build her moral identity around the figures of Alyosha and Father Zossima,
or rather around the figures of Ivan and Zarathustra, may be helped by literary critics and intellectual historians to see more clearly what these figures
were committed to and how they thought of themselves. Hans, when sent
to the Einsatzkommando, may be helped by a kindly anti-Nazi sergeant, or
an equally kindly pro-Nazi chaplain, in the same way. This help can, if you
like, be thought of as conceptual clarification. But it is hard to see how
Kantian philosophers are going to get into the act. For their explanations
of what “moral” means seem irrelevant to these adolescents’ problems.
Analogously, explanations of what “real” or “true” means, or accounts of
the source of these normative notions, would seem irrelevant to someone
who has begun to wonder whether she may not be the victim of a mad,
needle-wielding brain surgeon.
Someone as impatient with Korsgaard’s Kantian questions as I am finds
ancient moral philosophy – focusing as it did on choosing heroes, debating which figures a youth should try to model himself upon – of more interest than the kind of thing you usually get in Ethics . For such debates
concern alternative moral identities – and thus provide moral issues to get
one’s teeth into – in a way that debates about the alternative merits of the
categorical imperative and the utilitarian principle do not. Discussion of
the relative merits of Alyosha and Ivan seems continuous with debate concerning those of Odysseus and Achilles, or of Socrates and Pericles.
Discussions of deontology versus consequentialism, or of whether our
sense of moral obligation originates in reason or in sentiment, seem pedantic distractions from discussions of historical or literary personages.
In making this point, I am echoing some things that Schneewind has
said. In a paper called “What Has Moral Philosophy Done for Us . . .
Lately?” he takes up some of my own doubts about moral philosophy and
says that one thing that can be said for this area of culture is that “the creations of the philosopher’s conceptual imagination have been as vivid and
eﬃcacious as the characters made up by the novelist or the tragedian.” He
cites the Epicurean and the Stoic as examples, and then goes on to say that
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“Philosophical portraits of the good life pick up on the pre-theoretical attitudes that we are predisposed to have about how we want to live. By
showing them how to think them through, they can help us as much as fictions can to self-understanding and self-critique.”
I agree with the remarks I have just quoted from Schneewind, although
I should be inclined to add “yes, but no more than works of history and of
fiction can, and perhaps not as eﬃciently.” But when Schneewind goes on
to say that when we try to articulate resemblances between ourselves and
Socrates or Mr. Casaubon we “may need to move beyond the case to something like a statement of principle,” I become more dubious. Some of us,
those with a taste for principles, may need to do this. But for reasons
Schneewind himself adumbrated in the  essay I quoted earlier, I am
not sure that such needs should be encouraged.
As I see it, we almost never do what Singer thinks we ought to do: reject
the moral views of the community in which we have been raised because
we have found what Singer calls “a soundly based moral theory” – at least
if such a theory consists in a series of inferences from some broad general
principle that strikes us as intuitively plausible. Rather, when we find such
a principle plausible, and realize that accepting it would lead us to change
our ways, we attempt to obtain what John Rawls calls “reflective equilibrium.” That is, we go back and forth between the proposed principle and
our old intuitions, trying to fabricate a new practical identity that will do
some justice to both. This involves imagining what our community would
be like if it changed its ways, and what we would be like as a member of
this reformed community. It is a detailed comparison of imagined selves,
situations and communities that does the trick, not argument from principles. Formulation of general principles is sometimes useful, but only as a
tool for summarizing the results of imagining such alternatives.
Singer and many other contemporary moral philosophers seem to
imagine that somebody could decide to overcome her reluctance to
perform abortions, or decide to help change the laws so that abortion
becomes a capital crime, simply by being struck by the plausibility of some
grand general principle that dictates one or the other decision. But this is
not the way moral progress or moral regress occurs. It is not how people
change their practical identities – their sense of what they would rather die
than do.
The advantage that well-read, reflective, leisured people have when it
comes to deciding about the right thing to do is that they are more imaginative, not that they are more rational. Their advantage lies in being aware
of many possible practical identities, and not just one or two. Such people
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are able to put themselves in the shoes of many diﬀerent sorts of people –
Huck before he decided whether to turn Jim in and Huck afterward,
Socrates and Socrates’ accusers, Christ and Pilate, Kant and Dewey,
Homeric heroes and Christian ascetics. Moral philosophers have provided
us with some moral identities to consider, historians and biographers with
others, novelists with still others.
Just as there are many imaginable individual practical identities, so there
are many communal practical identities. Reflective and well-read people
read history, anthropology, and historical novels in order to get a sense of
what it would be like to have been a loyal and unquestioning member of a
community we regard as primitive. They read science fiction novels in
order to get a sense of what it might be like to have grown up in communities more advanced than our own. They read moral philosophers not to
find knock-down arguments, or to become more rational or more clear or
more rigorous, but to find handy ways of summarizing the various reactions they have had to these various imaginings.
Let me conclude by returning to the question with which I began: the
question to which I think Singer and others give bad answers. As I see it,
specialists in moral philosophy should not think of themselves as people
who have better arguments or clearer thoughts than most, but simply as
people who have spent a lot of time talking over some of the issues that
trouble people faced with hard decisions about what to do. Moral philosophers have made themselves very useful in hospitals discussing issues
created by recent advances in medical technology, as well as in many other
arenas in which public policy is debated. Singer himself has done admirable
work of this sort. These philosophers are perfectly respectable members of
the academy and of society. They no more need to be embarrassed by
demands for justification of their place at the public trough than do anthropologists, historians, theologians or poets. It is only when they get up on
their high Kantian horses that we should view them with suspicion.
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ABSTRACT: This paper shows that moral progress is a substantive and plausible idea. Moral progress in belief involves deepening our grasp of existing
moral concepts, while moral progress in practices involves realizing deepened
moral understandings in behavior or social institutions. Moral insights could
not be assimilated or widely disseminated if they involved devising and
applying totally new moral concepts. Thus, it is argued, moral failures of past
societies cannot be explained by appeal to ignorance of new moral ideas, but
must be understood as resulting from refusals to subject social practices to
critical scrutiny. Moral philosophy is not the main vehicle for disseminating
morally progressive insights, though it has an important role in processes that
lead to moral progress. Yet we have grounds for cautious optimism, since
progressive moral insights can be disseminated and can, sometimes, have
constructive social effects.
Key words: semantic depth, moral concepts, moral progress, moral change,
moral ignorance.
I want to defend a constructive account of the nature and sources of moral
progress and a cautious optimism about its possibility. But any such view
must acknowledge skepticism about the very idea of moral progress. Some
critics will argue that we cannot know whether moral beliefs and practices are
headed in the right direction until we know what the “destination” is, and that
we cannot know what the destination is without proof of access to an objective standard of moral rightness.1 Those who combine this claim with skepticism about moral objectivity, as many do, will insist that the idea of moral
progress has no content.2 Others will urge that even if we could establish the
existence – and perhaps also the substance – of an independent standard
against which to test relevant beliefs and practices, it would be difficult (if not
* A version of this paper was presented at a session of the Eastern Division of the American
Philosophical Association. I thank Nicholas Sturgeon and David Wong for insightful comments
and helpful criticism of that version.
1
This discussion of forms of skepticism about the idea of moral progress draws on Bury’s
discussion of skeptical approaches to the idea of human progress generally (Bury 1960).
2
But see Richard Rorty’s discussion of moral progress, in “Solidarity or Objectivity,”
(1991b), for an interesting contrast to this stance. Rorty combines skepticism about moral objectivity with optimism about the possibility of moral progress – he simply denies that the only way
to understand progress is in terms of an antecedently fixed end.
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impossible) to identify a single direction in which those beliefs and practices,
on the whole, are clearly headed. On this view, even if the idea of moral
progress has any content, it is unlikely to have any plausible uses.
I. Moral Progress Is Always Local
Yet we do not discern moral progress by reference to some fully specifiable
destination toward which we can say that all beliefs and actions ought to be
headed. Changes that are reasonably deemed to constitute moral progress
occur locally, in relatively circumscribed domains of concern.3 Moral
progress in belief, for instance, is progress in grasping what Mark Platts calls
the “semantic depth” of particular moral concepts (1988, 287–88, 298–99).
This involves coming to appreciate more fully the richness and the range of
application of a particular moral concept (or a linked set of concepts), as well
as understanding how some newly deepened account of a moral concept –
some new moral conception – more adequately captures features of experience which the concept aims to pick out.
As Platts rightly urges, moral concepts pick out features of the world that
are “of indefinite complexity in ways that transcend our practical understanding” (1988, 299). This means that no single conception of a complex moral
idea, such as justice, can adequately capture its semantic depth.4 It also means
that we cannot fully specify a “proper” destination for moral beliefs, not even
for a single moral concept. Yet we have no reason to lament these facts or to
assume that they warrant skepticism about moral objectivity. They are simply
evidence of morality’s complexity. In view of that complexity, we must heed
C. D. Broad’s advice not to expect any one account of morality to yield “the
whole truth, and nothing but the truth” about morality ([1930], 1979, 1).5 We
must also reject the notion that substantive moral progress requires convergence on some one moral theory or some one substantive moral view.
Moral progress in practices results when some newly deepened moral
understanding is concretely realized in individual behavior or social institutions. In the treatment of women, for instance, moral progress has often been
3
The notion of “relatively circumscribed” is important here. No morally relevant domain
of human concern is ever entirely distinct from all others.
4
I am sympathetic to Platts’s claim that our grasp of fundamental moral concepts “can and
should improve without limit” (1988, 289). Yet I would substitute the notion of improving indefinitely for improving “without limit.”
5
Rationally defensible efforts to articulate moral truth may differ from one another, sometimes in quite significant ways. There will be a great deal of overlap in the content of defensible
answers to the question of how we ought to lead our lives. Moreover, some answers will simply
be indefensible in the whole, or in some of their defining elements. But moral objectivity simply
does not require convergence on a single answer to the question of how to lead a life worth living.
Indeed, given the unpredictable complexity of human experience, which demands that we continually reinterpret the terms of even familiar moral debates, convergence on a single account of
morality would be the antithesis of progress. For fuller discussion of these concerns see MoodyAdams 1997b.
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constituted by practices embodying deepened understandings of justice and
related moral notions. Of course, even within a single moral domain, moral
progress may be limited or incomplete. Moreover, moral progress within one
domain may be accompanied by moral regression in some neighboring
domain. But since moral progress is always local, we need not establish that
beliefs and practices are all headed in a single direction in order to identify
particular instances of moral progress.6 Understanding the local character of
moral progress thus helps to clarify both the content and the plausible applications of the idea.
I have claimed that moral progress in belief is a matter of deepening our
grasp of complex, already existent, moral ideas. Yet it has been urged that
moral progress frequently requires the discovery or invention of fundamentally new moral ideas and that such accomplishments demand the special
expertise of moral philosophers. Thus Michael Slote argues that on matters
such as slavery and the treatment of women, for instance, “the development
of moral thought and the realization of virtue” required fundamentally new
moral ideas (1982). Slote further contends that, in views as varied as
eighteenth-century utilitarianism and Rawls’s twentieth-century democratic
egalitarianism, moral philosophy has been a reliable source of “totally new,”
wholly “original” moral ideas which have furthered the development of moral
thought (76).
Cheshire Calhoun relies on Kuhnian terminology to defend a related claim.
Calhoun argues that we must distinguish “normal moral contexts,” in which
the rightness or wrongness of action is socially “transparent,” from “abnormal
moral contexts,” which “arise at the frontiers of moral knowledge.” Abnormal
moral contexts emerge, she continues, “when a subgroup of society (for
instance, bio-ethicists or business ethicists) makes advances in moral knowledge faster than they can be disseminated to and assimilated by” the rest of us
(1989, 396–98; cf. Isaacs 1997). Echoing Slote’s understanding of the conditions for progress in the treatment of women, Calhoun adds that feminist theorizing tends to give rise to abnormal moral contexts that are “particularly
resistant to normalization” (1989, 397).
Yet as I argue in section 2, we cannot recognize that some new conception
constitutes moral progress unless it can be made intelligible as a defensible
development in moral thinking.7 New moral insights can be “assimilated”
only if they can somehow be expressed in terms of familiar moral concepts.
Moreover, only those insights which can be assimilated can serve as the foundation of moral progress in practices. If “ought” implies “can,” as I think it
does, fundamentally new moral ideas – as distinct from new insights about
6
We do not need to establish a single “direction” for moral beliefs and practices even
within a single domain.
7
Joseph Raz defends a similar stance in “Moral Change and Social Relativism” (1994,
144–52). But the account defended here, as I will show, differs from Raz’s account in rejecting
the suggestion that fundamental moral concepts must always be understood to embody fundamental moral principles.

© Metaphilosophy LLC and Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 1999

THE IDEA OF MORAL PROGRESS

171

how to understand fundamental moral concepts – could never be realized in
individual action or social institutions.8 I show in section 3 that newly deepened moral understandings can be widely “disseminated” only if engaged
social critics and political actors can get others to confront and reject their
shallow grasp of moral concepts, and then to contemplate ways of embodying
some deeper understanding in everyday experience. I have a “not yet extinguished faith” – as one critic describes it – that moral philosophy can play an
important role in the processes that stimulate moral progress.9 But that faith is
rooted in philosophy’s capacity to inspire political actors and social critics
who struggle to disseminate new moral understandings and to influence the
practice of those persons who are able to translate new insights into social
practice (Moody-Adams 1997b, 160–77). Finally, in section 4, I articulate
some epistemological commitments of the claim that moral progress in belief
is a matter of deepening our grasp of existing moral concepts and that it does
not (indeed cannot) teach anything fundamentally new about morality. I thus
extend and refine a longstanding conviction, defended elsewhere, that the
principal barrier to moral progress in beliefs is not ignorance of a revolutionary new moral idea, but affected ignorance of what can, and should, already
be known (Moody-Adams 1994a, 1997b, 1998).
II. The Assimilation of Moral Progress
The notion that moral philosophy is regularly a source of “totally new” moral
ideas conflicts with the self-conceptions of its most important practitioners.
With very few exceptions, moral philosophers claim to reformulate central
elements of ordinary moral consciousness, in order to reveal its unstated regulative commitments.10 In The Principles of Morals and Legislation, for
instance, Bentham insists that the principle of utility is deeply rooted in the
“natural constitution of the human frame” ([1789] 1948, 2). In response to
complaints that the Groundwork offers no new moral principle, Kant
wondered: “Who would want to introduce a new principle of morality and, as
it were, be its inventor as though the world had hitherto been ignorant of what
duty is or had been thoroughly wrong about it?” ([1785] 1964, 8n.). Still
further, in A Theory of Justice, Rawls insists that the difference principle best
captures one of the “fixed points” of our considered convictions. He also
claims that the principle expresses a “natural meaning” of fraternity and gives
8
In other words, even if it were possible to come up with “totally new” fundamental moral
concepts, it would not be possible to assimilate them. Of course, I argue in this paper that it isn’t
possible to come up with “totally new” fundamental moral concepts (See also Moody-Adams
1998; 1997b, 102–6, 190–201; 1994a.)
9
The description is in Posner 1998b, 1822.
10
I had long believed that Nietzsche was, perhaps, the most important exception. Yet my
colleague Paul Eisenberg has suggested that even Nietzsche may have appealed to existing moral
notions – for instance, the general rejection of unjustified resentment – to generate support for his
“transvaluation” of all values.
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content to the familiar idea of reciprocity (1971, 102, 105).11 The self-conception that underwrites such claims rests on two important assumptions: first,
that philosophical moral inquiry must be continuous with everyday moral
inquiry, and second, that – even in philosophy – the most important component of constructive moral inquiry is the reinterpretation of existing moral
ideas (Moody-Adams 1997b, 136–42, 146–60). Together, these assumptions
amount to an implicit denial that philosophical moral inquiry could provide
totally new moral ideas or make paradigm-shattering advances in moral
knowledge.
Any account of a moral concept’s regulative commitments may generate claims about its semantic depth which, if followed, would have
profound consequences for everyday practice. Utilitarianism is a frequent
source of such claims. For instance, Peter Singer’s understanding of the
scope of the duty to aid – if widely accepted – would drastically change the
nature of existence in contemporary consumer societies. But Singer (1979)
relies on assumptions about the regulative commitments of existing moral
concepts and explicitly appeals to familiar elements of ordinary moral
consciousness. He expects agreement on the notion that we have a duty to
respond to suffering and that this duty can have overriding moral significance. Moreover, he expects his readers to agree that alleviating the suffering of a drowning child is morally more significant than keeping one’s suit
clean or being on time for a routine appointment. Of course, Singer also
believes that well-off inhabitants of wealthy societies typically have an
inadequate grasp of the duty to respond to suffering – one which allows
them to deny morally relevant similarities between the suffering of a
nearby child and the suffering of a child who simply happens to be
distanced by geography, culture, or political membership. Yet the idea that
we have a basic duty to respond to suffering was not “totally new,” or in
any way “original,” with utilitarianism. Thus Mill could reasonably claim
that utilitarianism reveals the regulative commitments of the JudeoChristian tradition which helped define conventional morality in nineteenth-century England. “To do as you would be done by” and “to love
your neighbor as yourself,” Mill argued, constitute the “ideal perfection of
utilitarian morality” (1979, 17).
Such claims implicitly recognize that the position of the person trying to
assimilate a new moral insight is a lot like that of an explorer or anthropologist trying to make sense of a cross-cultural confrontation with unfamiliar
moral practices. Even in the most serious cross-cultural moral disagreement
there is always substantial agreement about the basic concepts that ought to
shape any reflection properly deemed moral. Cross-cultural moral disagreement is possible only because “fundamental” moral disagreement across
11
Slote is not alone in ignoring Rawls’s own characterizations of his method. Walzer, for
instance, insists that the difference principle is the result of an elaborate process of invention de
novo (1987, 12–13).
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cultures is not.12 Moreover, the careful analysis of specific cases of disagreement consistently bears out this observation (Moody-Adams 1997b, 29–60,
74–106). What the methodology of moral interpretation teaches, in such
cases, is that a judgment or belief counts as moral only if it fits into a pattern
of beliefs and judgments that in fundamental respects resembles one’s own
(Cooper 1978; French 1992; Moody-Adams 1997b). But the same constraint
on moral interpretation is at work when we confront some new moral insight
– even when that insight comes from sources that are culturally “close to
home.” We can contemplate a new moral insight as a moral insight, and
attempt to assimilate it in everyday moral thinking, only if it fits into a
complex pattern of belief and judgment that to a large extent resembles the
current one.
My account of the intelligibility of moral progress must be distinguished
from a superficially similar view defended by Joseph Raz. Raz attempts to
show that a change in moral thinking can be intelligible only if some unchanging normative principle explains the change. He defends this claim as part of
an attempt – with which I am otherwise sympathetic – to challenge social relativism about morality (1994, 148). Yet Raz’s challenge presupposes that principles are the fundamental elements of moral understanding. On my view, in
contrast, what is fundamental to moral understanding are complex concepts
such as justice, compassion, or righteousness. Ideals or principles may be
advanced as reasonable interpretations of such concepts. Given the nature of
human understanding, fundamental moral concepts could not be fully applicable in everyday practice unless they were frequently interpreted in this way.
But no single conception of a complex fundamental moral notion can
adequately capture its semantic depth. This means that no ideal or principle
offered as an interpretation of a fundamental moral concept – say, the concept
of justice – could ever serve as an unchanging guide for discerning moral
progress in belief. The Enlightenment ideal of equality, for instance, was an
important attempt to deepen the understanding of justice.13 But the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries have shown, I think, that the ideal of equality cannot
by itself capture the richness and complexity of justice.14
Yet while there are no unchanging moral principles to guide the evaluation
of moral interpretations, there are some fairly common signs of moral
progress. Moreover, the predictive value of these signs is dependable across a
broad range of social practices and in quite varied cultural and historical
12
This claim distinguishes the critical pluralism I defend here, and elsewhere (1994b) from
the pluralism defended by David Wong, for instance, in Wong 1992.
13
Accompanying developments in the language of rights – developments which eventually
linked the idea of rights to ordinary persons – were an equally important part of the process of
deepening our grasp of the concept of justice.
14
Rawls’s attempt to deepen our understanding of justice – with an interpretation combining the ideals of liberty, equality, and fraternity – is a monumental attempt to distill the lessons
of that history. Even those who would challenge the details of Rawls’s interpretation ought to
recognize that it provides invaluable lessons about the nature of moral thinking and about plausible methods of constructive moral inquiry.
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circumstances. For instance, if we can predict that some institution or practice
can be preserved without extreme violence and with a minimal amount of
coercion, we can often conclude that an interpretation which recommends it
constitutes moral progress.
But the absence of extreme coercion and excessive violence in social practices is not an unimpeachable guide to moral progress. A set of social practices might persist without them because all of its critics have been forcibly
eliminated; such practices would not thereby become instances of moral
progress. Still further, coercion and violence may be unavoidable when we
seek to create, or to recreate, institutions which embody an appropriately deep
grasp of fundamental moral concepts. Indeed there are circumstances – for
instance, the American Civil War or the Allied effort in World War II – in
which extremes of coercion and violence may constitute part of the regrettable, but morally necessary, conditions for responding properly to an indefensibly shallow moral conception, or to a profoundly terrifying moral
regression.15
In this context, the emergence of an international culture of human rights
in the aftermath of World War II proves to be one of the great, but fortunate,
ironies of history. For that culture embodies an important attempt to formally
recognize the link between minimizing coercion and socially sanctioned
violence and encouraging moral progress in human practices. Like any
culture, the culture of human rights is not a seamless web. There is frequent
disagreement about what constitutes conformity to its central norms, there is
something less than universal agreement about the value of conformity, and
conformity may be spotty even where there is widespread agreement about
what conformity to the norms really requires. Yet the tendency of humanrights doctrine is to support institutions which minimize social coercion and
stigmatize state-sanctioned violence. Thus the fact of broad international
agreement on the doctrine is grounds for cautious optimism about the possibilities for moral progress.
The need for cautious optimism is underscored by the extraordinary
complexity of constructive moral inquiry. A central task of such inquiry, as I
understand it, is to show us when and how we must sometimes enlarge the
class of things – entities, actions, institutions, or states of affairs – to which
some fundamental moral concept applies. As Singer’s arguments suggest, this
usually requires getting us to confront important similarities between characteristics of items already included under the concept and characteristics of
others not yet so included. But this is frequently no simple matter.
Any subject of moral judgment is always embedded within what Karl
Duncker described as a “concrete pattern of situational meanings” (1939, 43).
Moreover, any pattern of situational meanings will be a complex set of factual
15
I follow Michael Stocker in believing that it is sometimes rational to regret doing something that morally speaking ought to be done. See Stocker 1990, 110–23; cf. Moody-Adams
1997a, 121–30.
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beliefs about, and affective associations concerning, some action, entity, institution, or state of affairs. Any phenomenon – for instance, an action such as
the killing of aged parents – will be the subject of moral evaluation only as it
is embedded in a particular pattern of situational meanings. A people who
believe that killing one’s aged parents is the only way to ensure the parents’
entry into a promised heaven will evaluate the action differently, as Duncker
points out, from those for whom the intentional killing of aged parents is a
malicious attack on the sanctity of human life. As a rule, then, moral inquiry
can change our moral understandings, and constructively enlarge our grasp of
moral concepts, only if it can alter some of the constituent beliefs and affective associations that structure important patterns of situational meanings.
But effecting change in situational meanings, and encouraging new understandings of fundamental moral concepts, may require one or more of several
argumentative strategies. First, it may involve pointing out the underappreciated relevance of empirical facts. Singer reminds us, for example, that
advances in the technology of communication and travel require us to rethink
the notion of who is in proximity to us. But second, a moral critic seeking to
change the situational meaning of some phenomenon may need to articulate
and analyze problematic emotions that are unreasonably generated by some
action, person, or thing in question. It is thus that an argument about the
morality of practices governing AIDS victims might try to dispel irrational
fears about the transmission of the disease. Third, we are sometimes
convinced to see some phenomenon in a new light when we are compelled to
confront important inconsistencies in beliefs and practices regarding it. A
critic of contemporary American legal practices, for instance, might challenge
the morality of allowing harsher sentences for the sale and possession of crack
cocaine than for the sale and possession of other forms of cocaine. Fourth,
bringing about a change in situational meanings may require supplying a new
metaphor, or some other imaginative structure, in an attempt to reshape our
conception of a particular phenomenon. In this regard, Singer’s defense of the
sharing ethic might have more influence were it linked with some reimagining of human life compelling enough to counter Hardin’s image of wealthy
countries as lifeboats already filled to carrying capacity. Finally, because the
patterns of situational meanings most resistant to change are those concerning
the self, one of the most important tasks of constructive moral inquiry is to try
to break down the common human resistance to self-scrutiny (Moody-Adams
1990, 1994a, 1997b). New moral understandings can be widely disseminated
only if we can be made to confront and to reject some shallow grasp of a
particular moral concept.
III. The Dissemination of Progressive Moral Beliefs
I have maintained that in spite of these difficulties, moral progress sometimes
occurs. I have also claimed that moral philosophy is not the principal vehicle
through which morally progressive insights are broadly disseminated. Critics
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who share the conception of moral expertise defended by Slote and Calhoun
will wonder exactly how, on my view, the broad dissemination of moral
insight occurs. My answer is that only socially and politically engaged moral
inquirers – which moral philosophy rarely produces – can effectively disseminate new moral insights in ways that are likely to produce moral progress in
social practices (See Moody-Adams 1994a; 1997b, 196–204; cf. 1997b,
184–86). Thus I second Michael Walzer’s contention that moral progress in
social institutions results from “workmanlike” social criticism and political
struggle, not from “paradigm-shattering” philosophical speculation (1987,
27).
Engaged moral inquirers have four essential characteristics. First, they
must have a committed personal engagement with the everyday consequences
of the moral arguments they advance. This engagement often develops in
response to the personal experience of hardships traceable to the moral shallowness of some current practice. But it may sometimes result from moral
outrage at the hardships suffered by others. Second, engaged moral inquirers
must be willing to assume great personal risk in order to advance the causes
they advocate. Such willingness is typically an unavoidable consequence of
the seriousness of their engagement with the cause. But, as I argue more fully
below, advocacy can be genuinely moral only if the advocate attempts to
minimize its risks to others – especially to unwitting or innocent others. That
is, deliberately exposing others to risks of great harm can be moral only as an
extraordinary measure of last resort. Thus, the third characteristic of the
engaged moral inquirer is a commitment to the idea that the deliberate exposure of others to risk is allowable only as a morally necessary – though regrettable – means for combating dangerously shallow or regressive practices.16
Fourth, engaged moral inquirers must be willing to rely on methods not typically recognized by philosophers as methods of rational persuasion – including offering their own lives and practice as moral examples and relying on
nonviolent public protests and demonstrations.
Many contemporary moral philosophers will agree with emotivists like
Stevenson, who claims in Ethics and Language that nonviolent civil disobedience and reliance on personal example are forms of “non-rational persuasion” (1944). But it is far from clear that the evidence justifies this stance.
Many of us are familiar with Martin Luther King’s “Letter from Birmingham
Jail,” in which King argues that participants in the civil rights movement
sought, by their protest, to create a “tension in the mind” – an intellectual
“crisis” – through which segregationists might be compelled to acknowledge
inconsistencies between the liberal democratic ideal of equality and the reality of legally sanctioned segregation and discrimination (1964, 79). Less
familiar is the fact that segregationists sometimes complained of “violence”
16
The failure to understand the category of actions that are morally necessary, but regrettable, is the source of many serious misunderstandings of the nature of moral conflict. See
Moody-Adams 1997b, 121–30.
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allegedly wrought by nonviolent protests embodying these goals.17 How
should we understand such complaints, since there is ample evidence that the
only violence involved was the violence too frequently directed against the
protesters? In my view, these false reports of violence are best explained as
unreflective reactions to the experience of being required to confront something from which one has spent a lifetime averting one’s glance (MoodyAdams 1994a, 298–303). More precisely, the “violence” which some
Southern whites claimed to find in nonviolent protest was simply the experience of being rationally compelled to confront the inconsistency between
segregation and the ideals of American political morality.
But nonviolent direct action is only one of a vast array of methods at our
disposal to express, reveal, or reiterate the failure of some pattern of situational meanings, and existing moral understandings, to survive rational
scrutiny. A work of art, for instance, may reiterate the relevance of underappreciated facts – much as Picasso’s Guernica reiterated the horrors of war and
Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin reiterated the shamefulness of
slavery. A memoir or an ethnography may confirm the irrationality of certain
emotions and affective associations – much as nineteenth-century slave narratives confirmed the irrationality of the notion that slavery might be an expression of “concern” for the slaves. First-person social experience may force us
to confront inconsistencies in belief and practice that we would otherwise
ignore or deny. A retired military officer whose daughter is sexually harassed
as she completes an officers’ training program may be forced, for the first
time, to admit the inconsistency between democratic principles and sexual
discrimination. The tendency of such experiences to deepen moral understanding informs the growing trend toward “service learning” in secondary
and postsecondary education. As we should expect – if my view is right –
none of these methods will teach fundamentally new moral concepts. But they
provide unmatched opportunities for experience and rational reflection which
help us articulate the requirements for a sufficiently deep appreciation of the
meaning of our existing moral concepts. In the end, they may be rationally
compelling intimations of a moral truth that transcends human experience –
though one need not have such Platonic sensibilities to recognize the value of
the many methods of argument available to the engaged moral inquirer.
I have offered a list of quite varied methods for revealing the shortcomings
of situational meanings and existing moral understandings. Many philosophers will want to resist my claims about the rationality of these methods –
methods which generally do more to show than to say what is deficient about
situational meanings and moral understandings. But this is precisely why, in
my view, philosophy is unlikely to produce many engaged moral inquirers, or
to have much direct influence in broadly disseminating the insights most
likely to produce moral progress.
17
Such encounters are depicted in the 1960 sit-ins at lunch counters in Louisiana, in the
documentary Eyes on the Prize, Part I.
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Being a moral philosopher is not intrinsically incompatible with being an
engaged moral inquirer. If we are to believe Plato’s account – as I do –
Socrates may be one of the purest examples of such an inquirer. Moreover,
the theoretical underpinnings of the American civil rights movement owe as
much to the Platonic Socrates as to Gandhi’s views or to the Judeo-Christian
religious commitments of many of its participants. Still further, utilitarians
such as Bentham and Mill might well qualify as perfect examples of moral
philosophers who were also engaged moral inquirers. But it seems clear that
contemporary academic moral philosophy is unlikely to produce many
engaged moral inquirers. Even when its practitioners display the appropriate
levels of personal engagement, and a willingness to assume personal risk, they
are typically bound by too narrow a conception of the methods of rational
persuasion, and indeed of rationality itself.
Thus my notion of the engaged moral inquirer must not be confused with
Richard Posner’s concept of the “moral entrepreneur,” defended as part of his
recent attack on “card-carrying academic moralists” (1998b, 1822–33). In
“The Problematics of Moral and Legal Theory,” Posner argues that contemporary academic moral philosophy lacks the “intellectual vitality” and the
“emotional power” to have any influence in the processes which produce
genuine changes in moral belief and practice (1998a, 1691, cf. 1638). Such
changes, he claims, are always the work of “moral entrepreneurs,” who understand the challenge of “selling” their view and who meet that challenge by
mixing appeals to self-interest with emotional appeals that “bypass our rational calculating faculty.” Indeed he claims that the most influential moral entrepreneurs are those with a mastery of techniques of nonrational persuasion that
are not part of the “normal equipment of scholars” (1998a, 1667). Posner
acknowledges that the moral entrepreneurs make arguments. Yet he insists
that the influence of the moral entrepreneurs is never a function of the quality
of their arguments, but of their skill at nonrational or irrational persuasion
(1998a, 1667).
There is an unexpected element of truth in Posner’s concept of the moral
entrepreneur, for it rightly suggests a link between moral advocacy and risk.
Just as the entrepreneur in business (ideally) assumes a series of risks in order
to sell a particular product or service, the engaged moral inquirer assumes
extraordinary personal risk in order to carry out her advocacy. Civil rights
workers who were murdered for advocating racial equality in the American
south, like Chinese students killed for their advocacy of democracy in
Tiananmen Square, were not performing some postmodern experiment in
performativity or trying out some Rortean redescriptions. They were risking
their lives in order to promote moral progress (Moody-Adams 1994b, 1997b).
Yet Posner’s conception remains deeply problematic, because it is rooted in
a fundamentally implausible skepticism about morality and moral progress.
Posner believes that any committed advocacy of social change can be characterized as moral advocacy, and thus he never acknowledges the plausibility of
the idea of moral progress as something distinct from social change. In keeping
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with this skepticism, Posner classifies Hitler as a moral entrepreneur – one
who sought to narrow the bounds of altruism, he claims, in contrast to figures
like Bentham or Jesus who sought to expand them (1998a, 1667). But the
engaged moral inquirer, as I have argued, seeks to minimize deliberate risks
to others – and believes that extreme coercion and state-sanctioned violence
are justified only as regrettable last resorts. Few eras in human history have
involved more coercion and violence, and more deliberate exposure of others
to death and other grave personal harm, than the era of Nazism. Thus, on any
plausible understanding of the notion, no one whose advocacy supported or
furthered the aims of that era can properly be deemed a moral advocate.
Philosophers who make normative moral claims can indeed be moral advocates – though their moral advocacy will never be the main engine of moral
progress. Further, even the advocacy of engaged moral inquirers seldom
directly brings about moral progress in social practices. The task of embodying some new moral insight in social practices involves the slow and steady
work of persons (unlike most philosophers and even most engaged moral
advocates) whose actions can directly reshape social practices and institutions. Political leaders and policymakers; educators, parents, and religious
leaders; doctors and hospital administrators; lawyers and judges – these are
the sorts of people who must work to reshape everyday social life in accordance with a newly deepened grasp of some fundamental moral concept.
Engaged moral inquirers sometimes function well in these roles, but the
painstaking work of trying to reshape everyday social life tends to be incompatible with the engagement, and the tolerance of personal risk, required to
constitute an effective moral advocate. This means that engaged moral inquirers who undertake this work must frequently divorce their activities as moral
advocates from their efforts to reshape everyday life. Sometimes they must
simply give up, altogether, their activities as advocates.
Those who are well placed to reshape social life must usually rely on the
method of trial and error in carrying out various morally progressive social
experiments. But social experiments may be incomplete, and their results in
one domain may be improperly linked to relevant results in another.18 Still
further, social experiments undertaken in the name of progress may go wrong
– sometimes even producing results antithetical to the progressive moral
insights which initially underwrote them.19 The complexity of social experiments undertaken in the name of moral progress thus provides further reasons
for adopting a cautious optimism about the possibility of moral progress.
Yet advocacy conducted within the conventional bounds of contemporary
moral philosophy may nonetheless be quite effective in giving shape to the
18
The reason some women seem to feel “betrayed” by the feminist movement, for instance,
seems to be a function of the gap between changes in attitudes about women’s roles and changes
in social institutions sufficient to allow women to comfortably assume new roles (Moody-Adams
1997a).
19
Some analysts of the American civil rights movement would suggest just such an account
of its aftermath.
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right kinds of social experiments. Moreover, as Martha Nussbaum has
recently suggested, there are several routes by which philosophers may influence social practice – from political activity to service on hospital ethics
boards, as well as in advisory and consulting roles in various government
agencies (1998, 1792). But philosophical moral advocacy is also important
for its capacity to inspire engaged moral inquirers, and the American civil
rights movement is just one recent example of how important this inspiration
can be. Posner’s dismissive attack on the intellectual vitality of moral philosophy is simply inconsistent with the facts of philosophy’s obvious – though
admittedly complex – influence in the moral dimensions of human life.
IV. Moral Progress and Moral Ignorance
I have claimed that the main engine of moral progress is the advocacy of
engaged moral inquirers – mainly because of the richness and complexity of
their conceptions of rationality and rational persuasion. I have also described
five argumentative strategies available to the engaged moral inquirer seeking
to change the situational meanings of particular phenomena and to deepen our
grasp of the meaning of moral concepts. It may be wondered about the
compatibility of this account with arguments I have made elsewhere that the
main obstacle to moral progress in social practices is the tendency to widespread affected ignorance of what can and should already be known.
But I have always maintained that one cannot assimilate a newly deepened
grasp of a moral concept unless one is first willing to see oneself and one’s
place in the world in a new light (Moody-Adams 1990, 1994a, 1997b). Thus,
in describing the five argumentative strategies available to the engaged moral
inquirer, I note that none of the first four can be effective without the fifth.
That is, the first four strategies will not work unless the moral inquirer is able
to break down her audience’s resistance to self-scrutiny. Such efforts can be
successful, moreover, only if the arguments of others can get us to admit that
some unscrutinized element of our practice or belief is not quite as immune to
criticism as we hope to claim. We frequently avoid self-scrutiny because we
expect it to yield insights that we are not prepared to obey. Yet the moral
importance of self-scrutiny is the one aspect of moral truth, in my view, that
is clearly accessible to all. Moreover, it is accessible as soon as we become
capable of sustained self-reflection, and whatever the level of sophistication
in our grasp of other moral notions.20
It is true that the efforts of the engaged moral inquirer are often indispensable to our attempts to give direction and constructive comment to our moral
inquiry. But we do not need engaged moral inquirers to tell us the things we
20
Anyone who learns a natural human language learns how to say “no” and thus how to
consider that things might be other than they are. Further, anyone who learns how to affirm or
deny a particular self-conception – to say “yes, this is who I am,” or “no, that’s not the sort of
person I am” – learns how to engage in self-scrutiny.
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most need to know in order to be moral. We already know that for any being
capable of critical scrutiny, the life worth living must be an examined life –
even though we frequently find ways to ignore this central element of moral
truth (Moody-Adams 1994a, 1997b). Moreover, the practice of ordinary
persons bears out the truth of this view. For example, when we attempt to
teach our children to be moral, we count on them to learn how to examine
their conduct. Given the unpredictable complexity of human life, and the fact
that moral situations are rarely exactly reproduced, unless children learn to be
sufficiently self-critical, they will eventually be unable to follow the right
examples, or to appreciate and conform to the right rules, or both. Thus
parents or caretakers who fail to encourage self-examination – as some, unfortunately, do – will simply fail as moral educators.
A commitment to the examined life is a necessary, though not a sufficient,
condition of the life worth living. Moreover, an indefinite number of more
specific moral commitments are embedded in the ideal of the examined life.
One task of constructive moral inquiry is to try to articulate some of these
commitments. Still further, since the whole truth about morality is complex,
reasonable and defensible efforts to articulate that truth may differ in important and serious dimensions. In particular, not all defensible answers to the
question about how to lead a human life worth living will give precisely the
same emphasis to self-scrutiny. Yet the ideal of the examined life is essential
to a proper grasp of the moral concept of righteousness – a concept which,
along with justice and compassion, is surely among the fundamental moral
concepts. The practices of human beings – in every culture and in every era –
consistently reveal the morally foundational role of self-examination (MoodyAdams 1997b).
All human beings have at their disposal important nonmoral knowledge
that underscores the moral importance of self-scrutiny. Some of the most
important nonmoral knowledge, in this regard, is the knowledge of human
fallibility – particularly knowledge of the possibility that any human practice
could always be wrong. Even if we were to concede the possibility that some
person claiming divine (and infallible) inspiration might be correct in doing
so, it would still be an inescapable fact that the content of any such inspiration must be interpreted if it is to be applied in human life. Further, any
humanly generated interpretation – even of a presumably infallible inspiration
– may always be morally wrong – or may be applied in a morally
condemnable fashion. This is why human beings have compelling reasons to
be cautious about the kinds of practices and institutions they support.
Practices which deliberately main, kill, or drastically limit the central freedoms of other persons are especially dangerous. Indeed this is why social
changes which minimize or eliminate extremely coercive or violent practices
are so frequently instances of moral progress: such changes embody a clear
appreciation of the moral weight of self-examination and its moral and, ultimately, political implications.
The link between the capacity for self-scrutiny and the possibility of moral
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education is a close one – so close, in fact, that it is far too easily taken for
granted. When this happens, we may come to believe that it is possible to lead
moral lives by rejecting self-scrutiny and eschewing any associated critical
reflection on ongoing social practices and our participation in those practices.
Thus in Rationalism in Politics, Michael Oakeshott contends that once a society has developed sufficiently complex moral habits, we can only endanger
historically established social equilibrium by encouraging critical scrutiny of
our practices and of our places in those practices (1991). Yet such claims
virtually provide a recipe for self-righteousness and complacency. As such,
they are frequently a source of moral shallowness and morally regressive
practices and beliefs.
When we relinquish self-righteousness long enough to consider the possible shortcomings of our practices, the insights of an engaged moral inquirer
may be indispensable to defensibly reinterpreting the relevant moral concepts.
Sometimes they may, primarily, yield a deeper understanding of why (and
how) a current interpretation is, in fact, morally sufficient. Yet the engaged
inquirer’s assistance will not be a matter of inventing or discovering fundamentally new moral concepts or categories. This is why Bernard Williams
was right to maintain, as he did in Shame and Necessity, that the ancient
Greeks didn’t need any new moral ideas – certainly not the Enlightenment
ideal of equality, for instance – to be able to recognize and condemn the moral
wrong of ancient slavery (1993, 124, 137).21 Still further, for all the alleged
radicalism of Catherine MacKinnon’s feminism, by her own account, her
scrutiny of contemporary legal and social practices concerning women is an
attempt to show that “women are human beings in truth but not in social reality” (1987; cf. Moody-Adams 1994b, 217–18). This should not surprise us.
Morally constructive feminism is not a matter of producing “new moral categories” to attempt to break the conceptual bounds of “normal moral contexts,”
as Calhoun has claimed.22 Instead, it involves reiterating the very simple point
that women ought to be included within the scope of existing moral categories
which have been wrongly interpreted to exclude them.
Of course, people do not always willingly relinquish self-righteousness.
They frequently resist critical scrutiny of social practices – and their roles in
sustaining them – because they fear that such scrutiny may issue in moral
claims they are not prepared to accept. But, again, the solution to this problem is not a (futile) search for totally “new” moral ideas. Instead, we must
encourage the development of moral “gadflies.” Moral gadflies are those
persons and groups who are willing to work, sometimes at great personal risk,
to generate intellectual crises in our understanding of morality – crises that
21
I am far less sympathetic, however, with Williams’s claims about why they didn’t actually condemn slavery. See Williams 1993, 112–28; cf. Moody-Adams 1997b, 85–93.
22
Thus I reject Rorty’s analysis of MacKinnon’s views in Rorty 1991a. My account of
morally constructive feminism helps explain how feminist moral commitments can be embedded
in the practice even of women who claim not to be feminists. For further discussion of this point,
see Moody-Adams 1997a.
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can be resolved only by serious self-scrutiny and, ultimately, by genuine
social change. Yet when the efforts of these moral gadflies are unsuccessful,
the effort to realize moral progress in social practices may sometimes demand
a judicious reliance on morally necessary – though regrettable – forms of
organized coercion. Neither the engaged moral inquirer, nor the society
concerned to assimilate her insights, can afford to forget this.
Finally, we should reject the poorly substantiated idea that socially widespread failures to develop sufficiently deep moral understandings “must” be
explained by some sort of culturally or historically generated “inability” to see
what morality required (Moody-Adams 1994a, 1997b).23 What we must do in
order to understand socially widespread moral failures is simply to acknowledge that there is frequently a dearth of incentives to scrutinize social practices.24 We must also admit the obvious fact that significant moral progress in
human practices commonly has less to do with desires to promote the realization of progressive moral insights than with considerations of social expediency and enlightened self-interest (Asch 1952, 380; cf. Moody-Adams
1997b, 96). But this suggests that it is possible to provide incentives to accept
morally progressive practices without first deepening moral understandings.
Moreover, when this possibility is realized in practice, the pace of moral
progress in practices will sometimes outstrip the pace of moral progress in
beliefs.25 But this is not a reason for moral pessimism. On the contrary – given
how easy it is to ignore the moral demands of self-scrutiny – the fact that
progress in individual beliefs may be a consequence of prior progress in social
practices is the most compelling reason we have to be optimistic about the
possibility of moral progress.
Department of Philosophy
Sycamore 026
Indiana University
Bloomington, IN 47408
USA
mmoodyad@indiana.edu
23
This is a widespread view. One of the most intriguing formulations, defended by a stalwart moral realist, is defended by Nicholas Sturgeon in his “Moral Explanations” (1988).
24
This phenomenon is especially important. In some instances, even blameworthy ignorance can be forgivable if, say, one’s social circumstances provide extremely limited opportunities for reflection and debate (on this, see Moody-Adams 1991). Moreover, there are always
degrees of responsibility for the collective moral failures of an entire society. Aristotle had more
opportunities for debate and reflection than the average free Greek; thus, his support of slavery
is more condemnable than that of the average free Greek. Similarly, Jefferson had more opportunities for debate and reflection about the morality of keeping slaves, and about the moral and
intellectual worth of people of African descent, than many of his compatriots. Jefferson’s willingness to keep slaves, and to derogate their abilities and worth, was thus more condemnable than
the same tendencies in his compatriots.
25
This is especially true, I would argue, in contemporary American race relations and in
gender relations as well.
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5	Reflections Concerning
Moral Objectivity
Ruth Anna Putnam

For the last 25 years, or so, I have attempted, in various writings, to
undercut the so-called fact-value dichotomy (Putnam 1985, 1987, 1998).
In particular, I have claimed that the distinction between facts and values
cannot bear significant ontological or epistemological weight, that, in an
important sense, facts and values are equally objective.
At any rate, that is the view I meant to defend. However, it seems
to me now that my arguments, in the first of those papers, could have
been taken to defend, rather, the view that facts and values are equally
subjective. For I was then trying to adapt Nelson Goodman’s idea of
world-making to the case of moral values (cf. Goodman 1978). Again,
in the second of those papers, I argued that factual statements and value
judgments are so intertwined in our practice, so dependent on each other
that they form a seamless web. Here again, while I concluded that the
acknowledged objectivity of factual statements entailed the objectivity of
the relevant value judgments, a hostile critic could say that the subjectivity of value judgments infects our factual statements as well. Only the
third of the papers mentioned seems to me immune to this inversion of
its argument. Since it seems to me to be of great importance, for reasons
I shall mention in due course, to defend the objectivity of (some) moral
judgments, I shall, in this paper, make another attempt to do so.

1
I shall avoid speaking of facts and values; more precisely, I shall avoid
speaking of facts. The notion of a fact, or the associated notion of a factual statement, is hopelessly fuzzy, quite aside from any possible relation
to values. For example, facts are contrasted with theories. But where are
we to draw the line between a theory and the facts it explains? Those
who defend the teaching of neo-Darwinism in US high school biology
classes sometimes say, “Evolution is a fact,” while their opponents will
counter with, “Evolution is a (mere) theory.” Someone else might say
that evolution is a fact that is explained by neo-Darwinian theory. Yet
one could also say that fossil remains are a fact that is explained by
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evolution, or that to call certain objects fossils is to explain what they are.
“Fossil” is a theory-laden term. Whether we classify an item as fact or as
theory depends on our purposes in doing so as well as on our confidence
in the item’s truth.
The facts that scientific theories explain are, as C.S. Peirce pointed out,
not particular events occurring at a particular place and time but what he
called “phenomena,” generalizations concerning repeatable events. Neither Newton’s theory of gravitation nor Einstein’s explains why a particular apple fell from a particular tree at a particular time; they explain
“things falling.” Yet when a judge admonishes a witness to report only
the facts, the facts to be reported concern the particulars of a particular
event in so far as the witness has direct knowledge of them. What the witness must not do is to present her inferences from or her attitudes to what
she has observed. Facts in this sense are observed particulars.
Again, while the facts are what they are regardless of what we believe
them to be, factual statements are what we say/believe about the facts.
Even the simplest perceptual judgment—one kind of paradigmatic factual statement—already involves what Peirce called an abductive inference; even the simplest perceptual judgment is a hypothesis concerning
future percepts. Or consider this. At a social occasion people speculate
whether Susan has been offered a certain job and whether she would
accept the offer were it forthcoming. Someone joins the group and says,
“In fact, Susan got the offer but declined it.” Here facts are opposed to
conjectures. No doubt other examples could be found. I draw no conclusions from these examples; I merely suggest that it might be wise to
eschew talking about facts or factual statements as if these notions were
clear. I fully acknowledge that I myself have been guilty of doing just that.
In contrast, the notion of value is enormously rich. Various kinds of
things (objects, states of affairs, character traits, etc.) have value, are valued, are evaluated, etc. Value may be monetary, moral, social, epistemic,
aesthetic, etc. None of these lists are exhaustive. My aim here is not to
defend the objectivity of all value judgments; as will be apparent in what
follows objectivity is an aim to which we aspire and for which we strive
but which we often fail to attain. Moreover, while objectivity is itself
something we often value, there are occasions when striving for objectivity would be boorish, insensitive, or downright cruel. For example, one
should not judge a young child’s drawing by the standards of a work of
art. Finally, I am concerned here only with moral value. I shall attempt
to defend the view that moral judgments can be objective. But just what
does that mean?
There are, I think, two ways to clarify the claim. One might choose
some field of knowledge, claim that it provides a paradigm of objectivity, try to become clear on the sources or nature of that objectivity, and
then examine other fields of (purported) human knowledge, in this case
morality, to see whether they match the paradigm, or, if not, how they fall

Reflections Concerning Moral Objectivity

107

short. Since Descartes, one such paradigm has been provided by scientific
theories, in particular by physics. Another paradigm, which may have
been in the back of the minds of philosophers as diverse as Plato and
Kant, is mathematics.
The second approach, the approach that I favor, begins by asking why
we want objectivity. And here the answer may depend upon what area of
human activity we have in mind. Notice that I said, “activity,” whereas
the first approach spoke of fields of knowledge. Knowledge, that is to
say, belief, is involved in most human activities. Moreover, some activities
involve the development (discovery or creation) of knowledge as their
immediate aim, and some of that knowledge is only indirectly relevant to
other human activities. However, in the vast majority of human activities, belief and action cooperate in bringing about some state of affairs
other than knowledge. To be sure, the search for knowledge may play an
important role on the way as well as knowledge being a byproduct of the
process. In so far as that is the case, the pragmatic approach that I favor
agrees that inquiry in the empirical sciences provides us with a paradigm
of objectivity.
As an example of the sort of human activity and accomplishment
I have in mind let us take the eradication of smallpox. The story is fascinating. Sometime in the latter part of the eighteenth century a surgeon’s
apprentice named Edward Jenner overheard a milkmaid saying, “I shall
never get smallpox because I have had cowpox.” Indeed, that cowpox
provided immunity from smallpox was widely known among the rural
population. It was also widely known that those who survive smallpox
become immune to it. By the latter part of the eighteenth century it was
not uncommon to seek protection against the horrible disease by deliberately infecting oneself with a mild case, a procedure called variolation,
although the risks were not negligible. The remark of the milkmaid set
in motion the events that led ultimately, after nearly 200 years, to the
eradication of the disease. In 1796 Jenner vaccinated a boy with cowpox and later with smallpox. The boy showed no reaction to the latter.
Vaccination using cowpox fluid spread rapidly throughout Europe and
North America. As early as 1802 Jenner foresaw the ultimate eradication
of smallpox as the result of vaccination. The World Health Organization
declared on May 8, 1980 that the disease had been wiped out. 1

2
Fascinating as this story is, what interests me here is that Jenner demonstrated, using scientific methods, the soundness, or we might say, the
objectivity, of the folk belief in the protective power of cowpox. I could
have said that he verified the folk belief, or more cautiously and accurately, that his experiment with the boy corroborated the folk belief, and
that the subsequent history provided more than ample verification. We
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are certainly entitled to say that. But I want to look at the situation from
a slightly different perspective. When one speaks of a folk belief, one suggests one of two things, either folk wisdom (a good thing, a useful thing,
something one should take seriously for it is based on long experience)
or old wives’ tales (superstitions, something not to be taken seriously).
The question confronting Jenner was whether the widespread belief in
the protective power of cowpox was the former or the latter. A belief, as
Peirce said crediting Bain, is something one is prepared to act on. In one
sense, Jenner was prepared to act on the folk belief; he was willing to
risk a boy’s life on the experiment inspired by the milkmaid’s remark. In
another sense, Jenner was not prepared to act on the milkmaid’s belief. It
was not yet his belief; he was not prepared to vaccinate himself with cowpox fluid and then take himself to be safe from smallpox. The experiment
with the boy changed that. Thereafter, he actively sought volunteers, persuaded other physicians to vaccinate their patients, etc. The status of the
belief had changed; Jenner was convinced of its truth, as were many other
people, because it had been scientifically tested.
Because we act on our beliefs, I am suggesting, we want our beliefs to
be true; we want, to use an expression of William James’s, that they carry
us prosperously to where we want to go (James 1975, 34). And we realize
that certain ways of arriving at our beliefs, of fixing them, as Peirce said,
make it more likely that our beliefs are true than do other ways. Beliefs
arrived at by such methods are objective. We take it for granted that the
methods used in the various sciences are such methods. In so far as we
arrive at or justify beliefs in everyday life in similar ways, we take such
beliefs also to be objective. What are these methods or ways?
In “The Fixation of Belief,” Peirce characterized the method of science as a method “by which our beliefs may be determined by nothing
human, but by some external permanency—by something upon which
our thinking has no effect.” It must be something capable of affecting
any person. “And,” Peirce continues, “Though these affections are necessarily as various as are individual conditions, yet the method must be
such that the ultimate conclusion of every man shall be the same” (Peirce
1931–5, 5.384).2 In “How to Make our Ideas Clear,” Peirce tells us that
all scientific investigators are “animated by a cheerful hope” that scientific investigation pursued long enough will lead to one answer for each
question, and that “This great hope is embodied in the conception of
truth and reality. The opinion which is fated to be ultimately agreed to by
all who investigate, is what we mean by truth, and the object represented
in this opinion is real” (Peirce 1931–5, 5.407).
Although Peirce did not speak of objectivity, he suggests certain characteristics of inquiries that promise to lead to objective beliefs. Our belief
must be determined by “an external permanency,” and that is glossed as
“nothing human” and as something “upon which our thinking has no
effect” and “such that the conclusion of every man shall be the same.”
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I want to comment briefly on the last point. What is the connection
between intersubjectivity and objectivity? The first thing to note is that
the mere fact that a belief is widely shared is no guaranty of its truth or of
its objectivity, for the belief may be due to widespread, successful indoctrination. Peirce had already warned against this mode of fixing belief;
he called it the method of authority. Now, being concerned to note the
salient features of the scientific method, he draws attention to intersubjectivity as a necessary condition. In the sciences, this is exemplified by
the requirement that an experiment be repeatable. Any person with the
requisite training should be able to reach the same experimental result
and thus the same conclusion. It is more difficult to say what this requirement comes to in everyday life. To be sure, we distrust the accounts of
witnesses to an event, if these accounts diverge. Yet we also know that
such divergence is a common occurrence. We distrust accounts that are
highly emotional, for we know that an observer who does not share the
emotion may give a quite different account. Yet, a failure of empathy may
also result in an inadequate account. In any case, Peirce makes a different point; he affirms his cheerful hope that inquiry sufficiently diligent,
sufficiently prolonged will lead to intersubjective agreement. The crucial
notion here is inquiry, not agreement but using a method that will lead to
agreement. He says “fated” to lead to agreement just as we are fated to
die. What is that method?
We have beliefs; many, perhaps most, of these beliefs are not chosen by
us; we might say that they are thrust upon us. Our interaction with our
environment causes us to have beliefs. I believe that we contribute to the
content of these beliefs, and over that contribution we have some control.
Precisely because we have some control over the content of our beliefs,
the question of objectivity arises. We want our beliefs to be objective
(maybe not all the time, but for the most part) because we act on them,
and we do not want to experience unpleasant surprises. Because of the
manner in which we arrive at them, objective beliefs are more likely to
lead us where we intend to go.
I said that we contribute to the content of our beliefs, and that does
not seem to fit Peirce’s remark that we want our beliefs to be determined
by nothing human. We contribute to the content of our beliefs in two
ways: our interests determine what we investigate, and, within limits,
we choose how to understand, how to think about, what we experience, that is, we choose, within limits, our concepts. When I say that
our interests determine what we investigate, and hence what we come
to know, the “we” in question may be as individual as the speaker, as
when one chooses a research project. On the other hand, because of the
way scientific research is funded, “we” may refer to funding agencies,
whose interest or lack thereof determines the course of scientific research.
Or “we” may refer to human beings in general, to the nameless millions who have shaped human civilization by their inquisitiveness and
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inventiveness. What I have just said is, I believe, entirely compatible with
Peirce’s demand that our beliefs be determined by nothing human. Our
interests legitimately determine the subject matter of our beliefs—what
we investigate—but not the result of those investigations.
Although Peirce called himself a scholastic realist, he did not think that
one finds concepts as one finds pebbles on a beach. In some sense human
beings “make” or develop concepts. And we find that some conceptual
schemes work better than others. William James pointed out that the
commonsense conceptual scheme of time, place, cause, thing, etc., has
been developed by humanity through the ages and survives because it
continues to be useful. But James thought that we might have developed
a different scheme, that the commonsense scheme, the various scientific
schemes, and perhaps yet other schemes are each good for its purpose,
but that none has a claim to be how the world really is. Peirce, I believe,
thought that scientific investigation indefinitely prolonged will lead to a
unique conceptual scheme. Peircean Thirds—his term for universals that
correspond to this scheme—would then be among the external permanencies that determine our beliefs, if we use the scientific method.
I have failed to mention a crucial aspect of the methods of inquiry—I
use the plural deliberately—that lead to objective beliefs. These methods
are all fallibilist. Beliefs are caused by our interaction with our environment, that is, by experience; beliefs so caused are subject to revision and
even outright rejection by subsequent interactions with the environment.
That is the basis of Peirce’s cheerful hope. No matter how deeply you and
I may disagree, if we both revise our beliefs in the light of our experiences,
then, since we both experience the same world, sooner or later (perhaps
only much later) we, or our descendants, will come to a shared belief.
That cheerful hope will have to be stated in a somewhat attenuated form
if one accepts Jamesean conceptual pluralism. But such niceties need not
concern us now. Finally, I need to mention that there are many kinds of
belief. To achieve objectivity in, say, historiography, is more difficult than
it is in physics. Even the notion of objectivity relevant to accounts of the
past may be somewhat different from that relevant in, say, engineering.
But to discuss these matters would carry us too far afield. It is time to
apply what we have learned about the objectivity of scientific beliefs to
value judgments.

3
If beliefs are what we are prepared to act on, valuations are what guide
our activities, what determine together with other factors where we
intend to go. Consider again the case of Jenner. Everyone in those days
was afraid of smallpox; anyone would have been interested in hearing how one could become protected against the dread disease. Jenner
planned a career in medicine and had already been taught to think in
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terms of experiments. In other words, Jenner feared smallpox, as did everyone; unlike many of his contemporaries, he thought scientifically. The
negative value of smallpox, his scientific mindset, and the urgency of the
situation (the ever present threat of smallpox and its high fatality rate)
prompted Jenner’s experiment with the boy and his later activities. Quite
early on he foresaw as a desirable ultimate result the total eradication of
smallpox. That goal, or value, was to guide the actions of vast numbers
of people.
I shall use the awkward term “valuation” rather than the familiar term
“value” to make clear that it is the values one has, what one values, that
guides one’s action, not some value existing somewhere, say, in some
transcendent realm. Among the objections Aristotle raised against Plato’s
doctrine of the Form of the Good was the following: it is not the sort of
good a human being can pursue in action or possess; but that is just the
sort of good we are looking for in our present inquiry (Aristotle 1985,
1096b, 12). I take it that Aristotle meant that only what can be an internal reason can be a subject of ethics. I want to emphasize that only what
is an internal reason, what is one’s own valuation, can guide one’s action.
Some of our valuations are fleeting, enabling us, for example, to decide
what meal to order in a restaurant on a particular occasion. Some of
our valuations are norms that constrain our behavior again and again;
among these are the moral principles by which we attempt to live. Some
of our valuations shape large parts of our lives; one’s choice of a career
or of a life partner may serve as examples. From a slightly different angle,
we note that some of our valuations are immediate affective responses,
while others emerge after careful reflection. Finally, to repeat, there are
many kinds of values, though the defenders of the fact-value dichotomy
had mainly moral values in mind. On the other hand, those of us who
deny that there is a dichotomy tend to emphasize the role played by judgments of epistemic value (coherence, relevance, reliability, objectivity,
etc.) guiding the pursuit of scientific knowledge.
One is tempted to say that we act on our beliefs but are guided by our
valuations. But valuations may be stated as propositions that we believe.
For example, I believe that the economic disparities between United States
citizens are unconscionably large. Because of this belief, I favor certain
policies and oppose others, or, again, one might say that I believe that
certain policies will move the country to greater economic justice while
others will lead to yet greater injustice. Finally, acting on these beliefs, or
guided by these valuations, I will vote for this candidate rather than that
one. If the belief/valuation distinction mirrors the fact/value distinction,
then, once again, one sees that the distinction, though a useful rhetorical
device, will not bear much weight.
Several points need to be made clear before I move on to the question
of the objectivity of moral judgments. First, while it is generally true that
one’s valuations will show themselves in one’s behavior, this is not always
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the case. Of course, if I say that I love lobster, but I never eat it, you will
conclude that I was joking or lying. But you may discover that I have
decided to obey the dietary restrictions of my religion and that I therefore
refrain from eating lobster although I remember how much I enjoyed it
in the past. Even a sincere commitment to a moral ideal, say, economic
justice, may not express itself in any behavior that differs from that of an
adherent of laissez faire capitalism, either because one is too weak-willed,
or because one thinks that one’s efforts would be in vain, or because no
opportunity presents itself. Nevertheless, generally our actions are guided
by (some of) our beliefs and by (some of) our valuations. Generally, one’s
behavior is considered more rational the more it is so guided, the more
one’s beliefs, one’s valuations, and one’s actions form a coherent whole.
Second, while value judgments can be formulated as propositions,
many valuations are expressed in actions without ever being entertained
in propositional form. The infant seeks the breast; suddenly assailed by a
foul smell one attempts to hold one’s breath; amused, one stops to watch
a kitten at play. Compassion on the one hand and moral outrage on the
other may show themselves in actions that appear instinctive and may
indeed prove to have been unwise because they were literally thoughtless. It is, however, worth remembering that we have a rich vocabulary in
which to express our enjoyments and sufferings, our positive or negative
reactions. We can and do think about these matters, and therein lies the
possibility of objectivity.
Finally, following John Dewey, I want to distinguish between valuing
and evaluating. Having stopped to watch a kitten at play, I remark that
one ought more often to take the time to enjoy such happenings. I have
evaluated my valuing (stopping to watch) the kitten’s play. Or, we might
say not only that I was amused but also that the kitten’s play is amusing.
The latter, we might say, evaluates my amusement, finds it appropriate.
“The kitten’s play is amusing,” is a value judgment. We can ask whether
it is objective. What would that mean? I am not sure; I am not sure the
claim that a kitten’s play is amusing is sufficiently contentious or sufficiently important in the larger frame of our morality to warrant speaking
of objectivity. Let us turn, therefore, to weightier matters.
Why do we want our value judgments to be objective, and what process leads us to regard a value judgment as objective? There is no simple
answer, for there are many different kinds of value judgments. But there is
one uncontroversial case. We want our judgments of instrumental value
to be objective, and non-cognitivists of all stripes agree that judgments of
instrumental value have truth values, hence, like other beliefs, they can be
objective. Like other beliefs we want them to be objective because we act
on them, and we want our actions to promote our goals.
The judgment that cowpox protects against smallpox is a judgment
of instrumental value, and as we have seen, it became objective when
tested. I am not identifying truth with objectivity. It was always true that

Reflections Concerning Moral Objectivity

113

cowpox protects against smallpox, but folk wisdom was not sufficiently
objective to base the treatment of fine gentlemen and ladies upon it. On
the other hand, a belief that has all the earmarks of objectivity may turn
out to be false. Fallibilism—preparedness to revise one’s beliefs in the
light of contrary evidence and, on appropriate occasions, the deliberate
search for such evidence—is fundamental to all methods of inquiry that
lead to objectivity.
Judgments of instrumental value, for example, that inoculation with
cowpox is advisable, may be understood in two ways. When even noncognitivists admit that such judgments have truth values, they read them
as incomplete conditionals. “If one wants immunity from smallpox, one
ought to be inoculated with cowpox.” Or as simple causal statements,
“inoculation with cowpox provides immunity from smallpox.” But, so
understood, judgments of instrumental value do not seem to be “action
guiding,” though one may of course act upon them, as one may act upon
any belief.
But a judgment of instrumental value may be understood in a more
interesting way, namely as claiming that something is a means to an end
that is good. Where the goodness of the end is uncontroversial, the end
is often not mentioned. Thus, the elderly are advised to get flu shots.
That health, and specifically not getting flu, is good is not mentioned; it
is understood. But if judgments of instrumental value are understood in
this second way, their objectivity depends, in part, on the objectivity of
the judgment that the end in question is good.

4
I believe that the twentieth-century obsession with metaethics, the nearly
universal acceptance of the fact-value dichotomy—note that it is accepted
by non-naturalist moral realists as well as by non-cognitivists—reflects
the assumption that judgments concerning the value of ends are not
known by empirical methods. Hence arises the question whether value
judgments concerning ends can be objective.
I shall approach my answer somewhat indirectly. Following John
Dewey, I shall defend the view that we can and do reason about ends.
Thus, it is at least in principle possible that a judgment concerning the
value of an end is objective. I am, of course, aware of the standard view,
the view that knowledge of instrumental goods is entirely different from
knowledge of things good-in-themselves, if there is such knowledge. The
standard view often appeals to Aristotle’s claim that we do not deliberate
about ends. But the Nicomachean Ethics is a sustained argument for a
certain kind of life—eudaimonia—as one’s ultimate end. Moreover, Aristotle was well aware of the fact that the life worth leading is made up of
many things, each by itself worth having or doing though perhaps also
conducive to other goods. In living one’s life, one has to balance these
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against each other, since, as William James points out, in this poor world
we cannot realize all our ideals, all our hopes. Again, Aristotle’s practice
and, more importantly, our practice belie the claim that we do not deliberate, that is, reason about ends. And when we reflect upon such reasoning, we see that considerations of means and of ends, Dewey preferred to
speak of “ends-in-view,” influence each other. He also pointed out that
one’s ends are not endings. Once achieved, one’s goals become part of the
conditions of the rest of one’s life.
Earlier I mentioned intersubjectivity as a necessary though not a sufficient condition of objectivity. How is it with judgments concerning
ends? Certainly, we want some of our ends to be shared, many important
ends—peace, economic justice, protecting the environment, and so on—
require the cooperation of many, of virtually all, human beings. Sharing
such ends means judging them to be worthwhile, to be attainable through
cooperative efforts. It means widespread agreement concerning the means
by which these ends are to be achieved. It means seeing each one of these
ends as parts of an overall ideal that we may call, with Aristotle, human
flourishing. Agreement on all these points and many more that I have not
mentioned is based on beliefs arrived at by methods of inquiry that are,
as already discussed, based on experience and are, speaking somewhat
loosely, democratic. For in these cases, benefits and burdens will be distributed. Unless they are distributed fairly, agreement will not be stable.
But the distribution will not be fair unless all voices are heard. William
James wrote, “there can be no final truth in ethics any more than in physics, until the last man has had his experience and said his say” (James
1979, 141). The reference to physics, and thus to Peirce’s definition of
truth as the final opinion, reminds us that in ethics as in physics, we are
to be fallibilists. We are to be prepared, as James says later in the same
essay, to listen to the “cry of the wounded,” to modify our ideals if, in
their pursuit, we find ourselves creating havoc, sacrificing too many other
things we or others also value. But in the case of ethics, or politics, I hear
in that phrase “the last man” in particular a reference to the poor and
the powerless, to those whose voices tend to go unheard. James warns
not only against fanaticism but also against arrogance. When agreement
concerning shared ends is the result of democratic deliberation based on
objective information, those ends are objectively good. That is to say, the
revisable judgment that they are good is objective.
There are, however, ends that do not fit so easily into the pattern of
objectivity derived from scientific beliefs. I do not want everyone to love
the man I love. Of course, I want my friends, people whose judgment
I respect, to think well of him, but the opinions of the rest of humanity
do not concern me. When one chooses a career, one wants one’s choice
to be realistic given one’s talents; one does not want everyone to choose
the same career nor even that everyone approve of one’s choice. When
one plants a garden, one hopes passers-by will find the sight pleasing,
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but one’s main concern is to please oneself. There is, of course, room
for objectivity, for one’s deliberations about such ends involve considerations of resources and obstacles, of costs and benefits, and of future
consequences, of how this end fits into the pattern of one’s life. But, I am
suggesting, the question, “Is this objectively good?” or anything like that
question strikes me as misguided.
Of course, the man I love may turn out to be a scoundrel, or a bore,
or I may simply cease loving him, or he may not return my love. Such
tragedies may indicate that I am a bad judge of men, or of myself. I may
learn from my experience. I may say that love blinded me to the man’s
faults and that now I see him objectively. But as a philosopher, I find such
talk misleading for two reasons. First, as Iris Murdoch points out, it takes
a loving gaze to see a person’s characteristics clearly (Murdoch 1971,
17ff). Of course, she did not mean romantic love, but romantic love may
lead to the love that enables one to see clearly. Second, when it comes to
human relationships, or to the choice of a career, or even to the planting
of a garden, one must, as William James points out, act in advance of the
evidence. One must make a commitment and act on that commitment.
To wait until one can judge the choice to be objectively good or wise is to
forego the chance to make that choice. The man will find another woman
to love; one will have missed the chance to acquire the knowledge or
skills necessary for that career; summer will have passed and the garden
been overrun by weeds.
I am suggesting that deliberation itself has costs, that at a certain
point—and this is equally true of the social, or moral, goals I mentioned
earlier—we must act, or forego the opportunity to pursue that goal. But
that does not mean that, at that point, we must become fanatics. A deep
and abiding commitment is compatible with, and should be accompanied
by, clear sightedness. Our goals are not laid up in heaven, nor do they
await us at the end of much effort just as we had imagined them at the
beginning. Our ends-in-view change as we struggle to realize them—one
may find out that one is better suited to a somewhat different career, or
that the soil or climate is not conducive to growing this plant but excellent for that other one. Even if one is satisfied with one’s accomplishment,
life continues and sets new tasks, new ends-in-view.
Here someone may object that I have said nothing about ethics properly so called, although I have gestured at times in that direction. What
matters, the objector may say, is not whether value judgments in general are objective; there are, indeed, many different kinds of value and
nothing very helpful can be said about them as a class. What matters is
whether moral judgments are objective.
We need moral norms, norms of behavior that are taken seriously, for
we are social animals. We can only be fully human living with other
humans. They nurture us when we are young and helpless; they give us
language and they socialize us, as we in turn nurture our offspring and
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socialize them. But precisely because we are aware of the social origins of
our own morality, we are inclined to raise questions. Is this really the best
way to behave? Is this the kind of person I want to be? (Prone to these
emotions, cultivating those virtues, doing this sort of thing). Can we do
better as a society, coming closer in reality to the ideals we profess? History teaches us that norms change; anthropology teaches us that different
societies differ in many of their mores. Yet there seems to be a common
set of concerns, and in today’s world no culture is radically cut off from
the influence of others.
We cannot, we should not wish to avoid making moral judgments. Our
own flourishing and that of those belonging to us in ever wider, ever more
attenuated circles depends on our not sticking blindly to the morality we
were taught. Moral progress as well as the very fitness of our morality to
our situation depends on our willingness to reflect. And, indeed, even the
most conservative and even the most fanatic (not the same thing) adherent of a system of morality cannot avoid making judgments. Because
they concern us so intimately, we desperately want our reflective moral
judgments to be right, yet for the same reason, it is difficult to avoid the
personal perspective. Hence philosophers have suggested various methods by which to assure that our moral judgments are objective. Kant
demands that we ask ourselves whether we can universalize the maxim
of our action, or whether we respect the dignity of each human being.
Rule Utilitarianism exhorts us to count each individual for one as we
seek rules that, if generally obeyed, will maximize happiness. John Rawls
proposes that we seek a reflective equilibrium between our principles and
our considered judgments in particular cases. These methods, and others,
were meant to be, and I believe can be, aids toward adopting a point of
view that others can share.
We need a point of view that others can share, for the point of morality
is to enable us to flourish jointly. “We,” as I already suggested, sometimes
refers to a small circle of our dearest friends and closest relatives, at other
times it includes all humanity, and it often falls somewhere in between.
Imagining the goal of human flourishing requires a wider perspective than
the point of view of a single individual, and a lone human being cannot
flourish. Moreover, the wider perspective from which we must reflect on
moral questions cannot be a purely intellectual one. John Dewey pointed
out that moral judgments are a species of value judgments, that moral
value is found in “objects and activities which develop out of natural
desires and normal social relations in family, neighborhood, community”
(Dewey 1985, 263). He warned that we must not rely on immediate emotional responses or so-called “intuitions.” He objected that intuitionism
tends to be allied to conservatism, and insisted that even the strongest conviction concerning one’s duty needs to be “revitalized by consideration of
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its meaning—that is, of the consequences which will accrue from acting
upon it.” (Dewey 1985, 268). Nevertheless, he concluded,
To put ourselves in the place of others, to see things from the standpoint of their purposes and values, to humble, contrariwise, our own
pretensions and claims till they reach the level they would assume
in the eye of an impartial sympathetic observer, is the surest way to
attain objectivity of moral knowledge. Sympathy is the animating
mold of moral judgment not because its dictates take precedence in
action over those of other impulses (which they do not do) but because
it furnishes the most efficacious intellectual standpoint . . . Through
sympathy the cold calculations of utilitarianism and the formal law
of Kant are transported into vital and moving realities.
(Dewey 1985, 270)
“Sympathy is the animating mold.” Intersubjectivity turns out, as in the
case of beliefs, to be a necessary condition of objectivity. But in the moral
case, it plays a more central role. Once again others must be able to go
through the same process of reasoning that we have gone through arriving at the same conclusion. But in this case, in order for others to be able
to do that, our reasoning must already take their interests seriously as
their interests, not merely as potential resources or obstacles to achieving
our aims. This is what sympathy enables us to do.
I began by saying that undercutting the fact-value dichotomy, in particular defending the objectivity of moral judgments, has wide-reaching
practical consequences. Fanaticism and the arrogance of power both are
challenged by the understanding that one can reason, hence should reason together, about moral, which includes social and political, issues.
Dewey concluded the discussion of moral knowledge to which
I referred several times with these remarks. “The need for constant revision and expansion of moral knowledge is one great reason why there is
no gulf dividing non-moral knowledge from that which is truly moral.”
An example would be discovering the possibility of inoculation against
smallpox, turning provision of such inoculation into a matter of moral
concern. Because of the connection of moral and non-moral knowledge,
Dewey writes, “each generation, especially one living in a time like the
present, is under the responsibility of overhauling its inherited stock of
moral principles and reconsidering them in relation to contemporary
conditions and needs.” This does not mean, he hastens to add, that moral
principles are so relative that they have no binding force in any conditions. Rather, we are to discover which principles are relevant in our
social condition. “Since the social condition is a fact, the principles which
are related to it are real and significant” (Dewey 1985, 282–3).
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Dewey emphasized the revisability of moral principle and the need to
revise them in light of changing conditions. Earlier I suggested that fallibilism was an important aspect of any method for fixing objective beliefs.
The collapse of the fact-value dichotomy brings in its train the collapse of
the ethics/metaethics distinction. Because the willingness to revise one’s
beliefs is one condition of their objectivity, the (metaethical) claim that
moral judgments are objective implies the (ethical) obligation to re-examine
them when conditions change. Precisely because intersubjectivity is a necessary though not sufficient condition of objectivity, sympathy must be
the animating impulse of moral reflection.

Notes
1		(Information taken from Nicolau Barquet, MD, and Pere Domingo, MD,
“Smallpox: The Triumph over the Most Terrible of the Ministers of Death.”
Annals of Internal Medicine, 15 October, l997, 127: 635–42. Taken from
www.acponline.org/journals/annals/15oct97/smallpox.htm)
2		References to this edition are given by volume and paragraph, separated by a
period.
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chapter 9

Method in Ethics

§51. Varieties of Ethical Change
Although each of us acquires, early in youth, an ethical code from
older members of our society, our ethical convictions and attitudes do
not remain constant throughout our lives. There have been societies
(most probably in the distant past) in which members were forbidden
to add or subtract from what they had been taught, and others, more
common, in which only additions, articulations of the group lore, were
allowed. That is not the way we live now, nor is it the way in which our
species has lived throughout most of recorded history. In recent millennia, societies have equipped their young members with starting points
for individual ethical development and exploration, permitting them
to add, revise, refi ne, and subtract. Few people who grew up in the
English-speaking world in the 1950s have retained exactly the constellation of attitudes toward sexual behavior originally passed on to us
by parents and other ethical teachers. Only the most confident and unimaginative believe they acquired, early on, the complete, correct ethical
system.
In ethics, as in biology, ontogeny needs to be distinguished from
phylogeny. Ontogenetic changes are those occurring in an individual
330
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life, from the beginning of ethical consciousness to its termination.
Ontogenetic changes may produce phylogenetic change, either when
the explicit discussions of the next generation about what should be
passed on involve discussants who have made parallel shifts during
their ethical lives, or, without public discussion, when similar modifications occur on a broad scale, so the amended code passed on by parents is reinforced by other members of the community. Plenty of ontogenetic changes have no phylogenetic impact, most notably when people’s
articulations of an initially shared ethical code diverge from one another.
You and I may begin with a vague maxim, one needing more precision
in situations we both encounter, but your precise version may be at
odds with mine; indeed, society-wide emendations may be so various
that the vagueness persists as part of ethical counsel. How exactly the
distribution of ontogenetic changes bears on phylogenetic change varies
from society to society, depending on the role of prevalent religions or
the presence of officially designated ethical teachers. When particu lar
people, or institutions, dominate the training of the young, the ontogetic changes taking place in large segments of the population may be
irrelevant.
Much of the time, people are not moved to change. Ethical discussions often fail to mention the obvious fact that large parts of our lives are
based on routines and habits. You have acquired an ethical code that set
up patterns of behavior, associating them with roles, which, if you reflected, you would understand yourself as playing. Your lack of thought
need not be problematic; indeed, to step back and pose questions about
habits or roles might be at odds with the ethical code you endorse.
Sometimes, however, you do deliberate. The current occasion provokes
thought, perhaps because a maxim you accept seems to dictate an action
contrary to the one produced by following routine: you are on your way
to carrying out your role (as friend, or spouse, or worker), and you encounter someone who plainly needs help.1 The role-sanctioned activity

1. As psychological experiments have shown, commitment to the role may be so strong
that people do not deliberate, even though their background ethical code calls for deliberation in the circumstances. See John Sabini and Maury Silver, Moralities of Everyday Life
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1982).
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is interrupted, and you must decide if the maxim has sufficient force to
suspend it.2 Deliberation need not lead to any modification—for the
code, as it stands, may give a clear directive; it may, for example, pronounce on the importance of giving aid to people in the predicament you
see before you, assigning that priority over the role-associated duties.
Yet though episodes of this sort need not lead to ontogenetic change,
they can do so.
Imagine your habitual performance is interrupted, and you are brought
to think about how to go on. You canvass the code you presently endorse,
but there is no unambiguous result. Perhaps there are conflicting vague
maxims with no clear priority. Reflecting on other facets of the code, and
emotionally reacting to the situation, you introduce a priority, perhaps
making one or both of the maxims more precise than they previously
were. The judgment about what to do remains stable in the aftermath of
your action. As you explain what you have done to others, particularly
to those your action affected, their reactions do not prompt a change of
mind. From this point on, the claim about relative priority and the somewhat sharpened maxim(s) belong to your code.
Other types of ontogenetic change do not begin with thoughtful deliberation. Your ethical code contains no prohibition against speaking
in a par ticu lar way to members of a par ticu lar class. You are accustomed to talk that way, until one day your remarks are met with protest.
Somebody affected by your words shows you, convincingly, how painful it is for him, and, in appealing to the authority of the code, you feel
your response is feeble. Suddenly and unexpectedly, you are moved to
sympathy with a person whom you have previously seen under the
shadow of a label, and your regret about what you said translates into a
resolution not to repeat such phrases. You have modified your ethical
code by inserting a prohibition where there was none before. The interactions that fuel changes like this are dim echoes of the original ethical
discussions.
For most people all the ontogenetic changes made in ethical codes, and
for all people most of the ontogenetic changes made in ethical codes,
2. See Dewey, Human Nature and Conduct (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2002),
52ff., 103–5.
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are normal changes. 3 Given the ethical resources she has, an agent faces
a puzzle, and the ontogenetic changes she makes are the products of her
efforts to solve the puzzle. One cannot, of course, speak of a “solution”
to a puzzle, without some standard of correctness: what makes life hard
for the agent is the sense that there is some way of going on that is right
and others that are not. People do not seek “mere change.” Although
ethical lives are largely matters of following the precepts and patterns of
our ethical codes, they are also—and importantly—ventures in trying to
improve those codes, by recognizing and solving puzzles that arise for
us. As individuals, we solve puzzles by making progressive shifts in the
codes to which we subscribe. Normal ethical change consists in attempts
to find a way to amend or extend the code, one refining the functions at
which it is directed.4 Puzzles arise within an ethical practice in which
a particular set of functions is to be discharged; a solution to a puzzle
modifies the code so that some of these functions are better served and
none is worse served. Puzzle solving occurs only when there is no functional conflict (§36). Revolutionary change, by contrast, is marked by the
presence of functional conflict.
How can normal phylogenetic change occur? Perhaps as the product
of uncoordinated ontogenetic changes (although this would be highly
unlikely at early stages of the ethical project). Imagine most people encounter a type of situation where the ethical code they endorse fails to provide
clear counsel; through these encounters, they amend their codes in similar ways; in the next generation, the lore passed down from parents to
children absorbs the modifications, and, because the amendments are so
similar, the parental advice is reinforced in wider socialization. Yet if a
type of situation arises frequently, challenging individuals to articulate
their ethical code through puzzle solving, a public response can occur.
Especially when people respond differently, ethicists—including social
critics, religious teachers, and individuals with intimate knowledge of
3. My terminology of “normal” and “revolutionary” change plainly derives from Kuhn,
The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1962 and
1970).
4. Ethical agents do not conceive things in this way. They want the “right” solution.
According to pragmatic naturalism, the notion of rightness must stem from the concept of
progress (Chapter 6).

334

the ethica l project

the pertinent type of situation, as well as philosophers—attempt to identify the proper solution to the puzzle. If the ensuing conversation
achieves consensus on a way of amending the core ethical code the participants share, the result will be a phylogenetic change.
Chapter 6 identifies a difference between reaching agreement on an
amendment and solving the puzzle that sparked discussion. A solution
refines the functions of the ethical practice in which the conversationalists are engaged. There is a set of functions to be addressed, and some
are discharged better by the amendment and none is discharged worse.
Consensus is by no means guaranteed to meet this criterion. Public conversation goes best if the conclusions reached are based on processes
likely to yield functional refinement: to discharge some existing functions better and none worse.5
At this point, we can appraise a method underlying some of the best
philosophical discussions of ethical puzzles. Guided by an analogy between ethical and scientific argumentation, philosophers seek reflective
equilibrium between general ethical principles and so-called intuitive
judgments.6 Sophisticated versions of the analogy do not suppose intuitive judgments correspond to the statements provoked by observation,
thereby providing access to sources of external constraint on ethical inquiry. They regard “intuitions” as judgments people socialized within
a par ticu lar code would be inclined to make about individual cases.
Effectively, this is to embed the method of reflective equilibrium within
a dynamic approach to ethical practice, one supposing users of the
method already have an ethical code. The task is not to justify the code
from scratch but to identify successful ways of modifying it, to increase
its internal coherence. Puzzles are generated when parts of an ethical
code jar with one another, and the search for equilibrium, when done
thoroughly, places the local conf lict within a broader perspective of
principles and responses to par tic u lar situations, some real and some
5. Appeal to religious texts is highly unlikely to satisfy this constraint on public ethical
discussion, since there is no positive correlation between the deliverances of those texts
and the refi nement of major ethical functions. In fact there is probably a negative
correlation.
6. A classical discussion of this method is given by John Rawls, A Theory of Justice
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999), 18–19, 42–45.
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imagined, responses expressing the characteristic habits, emotions, and
dispositions the code supplies.7 Philosophical analysis seeks the best
way of achieving overall harmony, not treating the “intuitive judgments”
as apprehensions of external constraints, but approaching the problem as
one of internal tension (in the extreme case: inconsistency) within ethical
practice.
Is this method likely to solve ethical puzzles? Agreement on a modification is distinct from refining the functions of ethical practice, and thus
a consensus proposal is not necessarily a solution. By the same token, an
optimal smoothing out of tensions within an ethical code, the most harmonious amendment of it, might not improve its ability to discharge
the underlying functions (indeed, the modification might make matters
worse). In both cases, divergence stems from global trouble: if consensus
fails to solve the puzzle, there must be some recurrent blindness among
the participants in the conversation; if the broad search for coherence
fails to deliver an amendment enhancing the code’s functioning, some
pervasive feature of the code must be at odds with the underlying functions.8 If discussants are thinking clearly, we expect their combined efforts to correct for individual biases, errors, and prejudices—we think of
many heads as being better than one. If the ethical code is relatively well
attuned to its functions, we should anticipate that a global exploration
would yield improved functioning—and hence view the method of reflective equilibrium as reliable, unless our background situation is seriously
problematic.
So: a qualified endorsement of a prominent approach to contemporary ethical discussion. 9 The method of reflective equilibrium might
be further explained and refined through more precise specification of

7. Many of the “thought experiments” beloved of analytic ethics provoke serious doubt
whether responses express any socially inculcated skill. The situations are too remote from
the mundane situations in which ethical judgment is exercised. I am grateful to Gerd
Gigerenzer for discussion of this point.
8. This was probably so for some codes considered in Chapter 6: the Greek honor code
and the Puritan code defending slavery seem systematically blind to the bungling of the
original function of ethics.
9. One carried out with great skill in the writings of some phi losophers, for example,
John Rawls, Thomas Nagel, and Peter Singer.
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the virtues of coherence to be attained, and the task of improving our
understanding and practice of the method might be advanced by using
the criterion for puzzle solution to show why particular types of coherence are pertinent. Yet that criterion suggests a different method for
normal phylogenetic change, one to which the search for reflective equilibrium can be viewed as a preliminary approximation. Since the fundamental condition of puzzle solution is refinement of functioning, we can
envisage a more direct strategy:
1. Identify the functions the ethical code is to serve.
2. Show how an amended code directs action in the situation that
gives rise to the puzzle.
3. Show how the amended code improves discharge of some functions without compromising any others.
The indicated method preserves all the virtues of seeking reflective
equilibrium, while also forestalling the possibility that some pervasive
factor introduces a discrepancy between the functions and the elements
of the code. Of course, when there is no discrepancy, global attention to
principles and intuitive judgments (formed through exercise of dispositions the code inculcates) will represent the ways in which the underlying
functions are served—which is why the method of reflective equilibrium
is typically a good approximation.
The strategy just outlined is sometimes available: in contexts of normal change. For revolutionary change it breaks down. The reason is evident: its success presupposes the existence of a way of amending the
code that will refine some functions while leaving others no worse than
they were before. When functions conflict, the presupposition fails: there
is no modification of the ethical code that will (a) give direction in the situation confronted, (b) refine some function(s), and (c) leave other functions
uncompromised. Revolutionary changes are those transitions in which
ethical codes are modified in ways involving both gains and losses with
respect to functions the codes endorse.
Ethical codes may tacitly treat their underlying functions as elements
of an unordered list: all these functions should be satisfied as completely
as possible, and no function is given higher or lower priority. Alterna-
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tively, they may already embody judgments about relative importance:
these functions are to be satisfied to this degree provided others are
satisfied to different (lesser) degrees. In the former case, revolutionary
change will introduce an assignment of priorities where there was none
before; in the latter, it will be generated by the impossibility of honoring
the present ordering of priorities, and it will introduce a revised ordering. Neither type of transition can be defended by appealing to the
method for normal change, since there are alternative ways of introducing priorities or of revising the priority ordering, all of which, from the
perspective of seeking refinement of some functions without compromise
of any, are equally justified (or unjustified) relative to the original form of
the code.
Section 40 offered a standard for assessing inferences: good ethical
inferences are those likely to generate ethical progress. If all ethical
change were normal change, invoking that standard would suffice. The
multiple functions of ethical practice, and consequent possibilities of
functional confl ict and ethical pluralism, opened the door to further
worries about pragmatic naturalism (§43). When functional confl ict
arises and revolutionary changes lead to new forms of ethical practice,
can the resultant codes be seen as progressive with respect to the earlier
ones, and can their adoption be defended through nonfallacious modes
of inference? Consider, again, a challenger who asks why he should
be bound by the ethical project. If the challenger questions a normal
change, the strategy outlined above will yield nonfallacious modes of inference to answer him. If he is concerned with the ethical enterprise as a
whole, it will be legitimate to demand that he present some alternative
(other than the hominid state from which the ethical project liberated
us). These are the ways in which the challenge was previously turned
back (§§40, 42).
Trouble arises from an intermediate case. When functional conflict
erupts, the challenger questions any proposed resolution. In doing
so, he is neither casting doubt on modifications of the code defensible
by inferences meeting the straightforward standard (suited to normal
changes), nor rejecting the ethical project in toto. His point is that within
that project, there are other ways of going on, different ways to assign
priorities among the competing functions, and those can serve him as
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alternatives, from whose perspective he can query the choices actually
made. He raises the specter of rampant pluralism (§43).
We need a method for justifying revolutionary change. The following
sections develop one.

§52. Method and the Good
Start with an apparently dangerous proposal. Section 45 suggested that
the unfolding of ethical practice could be understood in terms of the
evolution of the good. The idea that proper ethical inferences are those
likely to generate ethical progress founders on instances of revolutionary
change, because of functional conflict. Substantive normative conceptions of the good offer proposals to resolve functional conflict. Very well.
Use a proposed conception of the good to assess the progressiveness of
transitions, and apply the old idea of proper inference as promoting
progress, given the determination of progress so achieved. A proposal
about the good can be the starting point for articulating a standard for
inferential justification, and methods shown to accord with that standard
can then be used to support the proposal.
The danger is obvious. Using the account of the good to frame the
methods to be employed in ethical discussion, and then defending the
account by appeal to the methods so generated and approved, looks blatantly and viciously circular. Isn’t this simply a matter of justifying a particular conception of the ethical project by taking it for granted at the
beginning? Or, to take up skeptical concerns explicitly, isn’t this a game
challengers can play equally well? Despite the importance of these questions, an attempt to address them will be postponed. The idea will first
be developed on the basis of the conception of the good proposed in the
last chapter—a concrete instance of the apparently circular strategy will
show it to have justificatory force. The conception of the good offered
in Chapter 8 will generate ideas about ethical method, and then we shall
consider the possibilities for defending the conception by using the
method that emerges. Until we return, at that point, to the skeptical
challenge, it is a (small?) consolation that, as with the treatment of normal change, there is an apparent analogy with the search for reflective
equilibrium.

Method in Ethics  339

Consider some fundamental features of the conception of the good
offered in Chapter 8. Today we face a scaled-up version of the circumstances that originally provoked the ethical project. Instead of conceiving altruism failures as arising within a small band, and calling for remedy,
we should think of the current membership of our species as a society in
which altruism failures occur on a spectacular scale—and equally demand
attention. The original function of ethics, that of remedying altruism
failures, is thus given priority. To propose Utopia as an ideal (§48) takes
equality of opportunity for a worthwhile life as a central constituent of
the good. The human population should be limited so as to render this
form of equal opportunity possible. Joint projects and higher-order altruism are important features of worthwhile lives (§50). The world at
which we aim would thus be one in which all individuals acknowledge,
and try to promote, the existence for each other person of a surrounding
set of people with whom the person engages in cooperative activity and
with whom that person enjoys long-term relationships.
These features translate the original ethical predicament into the contemporary situation. The first ethicists focused on the altruism failures
within a small group, treating the members of that group as equal with
respect to the simplest preconditions of the good life (satisfaction of
basic desires), and seeking the cooperation of all with all. When the pertinent population (the set of people whose actions impinge on one another)
expands dramatically—to include all of us—and when the evolution of
ethics has bequeathed to us a richer conception of the good life, the goal
is modified: equality with respect to basic needs gives way to equality of
opportunity for a worthwhile life; the cooperation of all with all gives
way to the fostering of cooperation within subsets of the human population (because, when the “group” is numbered in the billions, the cooperation of all with all on a wide range of ventures is manifestly impossible). Essentially, then, the conception of the good proposed results from
an attempt to renew the original project of ethics, while retaining some
of the functions since introduced.
Consider the method employed by the early ethicists. Normative guidance was socially embedded: group members discussed potential ways
of orga nizing their lives together. They deliberated under conditions
where all were present and all were given equal voice, attempting to arrive
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at rules all could accept. It will be useful to have a term for these conditions: call them the circumstances of mutual engagement. Mutual engagement was well-suited to finding a solution to the social problems
generating the ethical project. Acquainting group members with the
needs and difficulties of their fellows, giving them equal status in the
conversation, and aiming at solutions everyone can endorse constitutes a
good strategy for coping with the altruism failures manifested in social
tension.
Chapter 8 proposed to renew the original function of ethics and scale
up the initial conception of the good. Likewise, our ethical method, for
use in cases of revolutionary change, can scale up the original method of
the fi rst ethicists. We should seek a notion of mutual engagement as
well suited to the renewed ethical project as the original version of mutual
engagement—the deliberations among band members—was to the original venture. We need an analog of those constructive conversations out
of which the earliest rules for conduct emerged.
On the face of it, this suggestion must appear ludicrous, for any
actual conversation among all affected individuals—that is, among all
human beings—is impossible. Public ethical deliberation, however, can
proceed by attempting to simulate a conversation of the pertinent kind.
Faced with functional conflict, so revolutionary change is in order,
public contributors to ethical discussion are judged by their ability to
ground their proposals in mutual engagement: that is, to introduce the
considerations and lines of reasoning that would be brought forward to
achieve consensus were the entire human population to participate,
under conditions of mutual engagement, in a conversation about the
regulation of conduct. The italicized phrase is crucial here. An ethical
discussion seeking to replicate the conversation that would occur if the
entire human population were simply brought together in some vast
arena would be a useless exercise in cacophony. Because of their existing dispositions to psychological altruism, limited though these were,
because of the pressures on the group and the perceived need for joint
action, the original ethicists were forced into mutual engagement with
people who lived beside them every day. For us, however, mutual engagement is not automatic (except with respect to small subsets of the
human population). If the proposal about ethical method is to have
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substance, a clear sense must be given to a notion of mutual engagement, suitable for us.
The conditions of mutual engagement will be specified by incorporating insights from the historical understanding of the ethical project, by
combining them with a proposed conception of the good, and, on this
basis, devising rules to govern the imagined conversation. Worries about
circularity emerge precisely here, and, even before we have introduced
rules, and so given substance to the concept of mutual engagement, the
danger can be made more concrete. One obvious conversational rule,
implicit in the idea of scaling up, would require the conversationalists to
participate on terms of equality: all are to have a voice, and all to be taken
as authoritative with respect to their own wants and needs.10 The conception of the good drawn from the last chapter, already used to shape the
proposed method, also makes equality central. Hence, it might be alleged, equality is built into the method of justification of a proposal to aim
at equal treatment for all, and this is simply to beg the question.
Articulating the charge of circularity in this way enables us to appreciate both its force and its limitations. The emphases on equality in
the conception of the good and in the putative method of justification are
different: the conception of the good aims at equality of opportunity for
a worthwhile life; the conversational rule requires equality of participation in the ideal simulated conversation. The difference in the types
of equality is important, for an imaginary conversation undertaken on
the condition of equal participation is not guaranteed to issue in the endorsement of equal opportunities for worthwhile lives. Substantive work
is required to show how the rules governing that conversation would
generate consensus on this conception of the good. If a demonstration of
this kind were at hand, it would reveal a particular sort of coherence in
the two proposals offered: the proposal that ethical discussions justify
their conclusions if they rehearse the considerations that would bring
ideal conversationalists to consensus, where part of the ideal consists in
the equal participation of all, would be seen as providing support for the
proposal that the good requires equal opportunity for a worthwhile life,
10. As we shall see in the next section, this is too crude as it stands. But the crude version will help to bring out the potential problem of circularity.
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through exposing the ways in which discussants under the conditions of
mutual engagement would endorse the pertinent conception of the good.
Because that sort of coherence is not guaranteed, exhibiting it reveals
something important about the package of proposals. It achieves something analogous to reflective equilibrium.
Once this point is recognized, we can glimpse a possible response to
the concerns that surfaced at the end of the last section. Suppose my pair
of proposals (one concerning the good, one concerning ethical method)
is coherent in the suggested fashion. That might be enough to distinguish it from alleged alternatives, recommendations about the good and
about ethical method offered by putative challengers. There would be a
basis for turning back the challenge and completing the line of argument
begun in §§42–43.
Whether this possible response succeeds depends on articulating the
account of method. Turn, then, to the concept of mutual engagement.

§53. Mutual Engagement
The search for a method for ethical discussion stems from the wish to
make our modifications of ethical practice more reliable than they have
typically been. Any defense of the possibility of ethical progress should
concede that there may not be very much of it and that what there is may
be achieved blindly (§§28, 30). Pragmatic naturalists hope an explicit
account of ethical practice might generate a higher frequency of progressive transitions, through the articulation of criteria for the discussion
and resolution of ethical questions.11 In the case of normal change, it is
relatively clear how to proceed, and my attempt to refine the method of
reflective equilibrium (§51) offers a putative basis. The thought of a conversation under conditions of mutual engagement has been introduced
in an attempt to do something similar for revolutionary change.
The search for method can be guided here by comparison with the
sciences. According to a popular story, scientific research became more
11. This is a major theme in Dewey’s writings; see, for example, chaps. 9 and 10 of The
Quest for Certainty John Dewey: The Later Works, vol. 4 (Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University Press, 1984).
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successful as it was more self-consciously directed by ideas about
method, this joint process occurring in the seventeenth century.12
It is worth reflecting on this supposed analogy, because attention to
the scientific case can temper expectations about method in ethics.
Despite the frequency with which pioneers of early modern science
linked their hypotheses and discoveries to claims about method, one
does not have to read very far in their writings to understand that,
fi rst, their methodological conceptions, while related, have important
differences, and, second, that their methodological counsel is often
imprecise. If we now have a more detailed account of methods of scientific justification, that is because the initial vague thoughts about
method have inspired scientific research whose successes could then be
used to refi ne and revise the preliminary ideas about method. To take
the comparison between ethics and science seriously should accustom us to the possibility that an initially imprecise account of method
might spark ethical deliberations, whose results lead to further precision about method. There are no fi nal defi nitions, but an evolutionary
process.
According to my account of method in revolutionary ethical change, a
discussion of an ethical problem (generated by functional conflict) is assessed against a standard of replicating the course of an ideal deliberation under conditions of mutual engagement in which all members of
the human population participate. The first condition on replication requires the conclusion to be the consensus the ideal conversation would
reach:
(RC) An ethically adequate discussion concludes that p only if an
ideal deliberation under conditions of mutual engagement of
the issue whether p would reach a consensus on p.13
The point of ethical discussion is not, however, simply to state a conclusion, but to show others why they should adopt it. Hence there is a
12. Dewey emphasizes the comparison. See, for example, Quest for Certainty.
13. For the moment I focus on what may appear to be the implausible thought of perfect
consensus. Later, this requirement will be relaxed.

344

the ethica l project

second condition on replication, directed at bringing to the fore the considerations moving the ideal conversationalists:
(RJ) An ethically adequate discussion discloses those features of an
ideal deliberation under conditions of mutual engagement that
would prompt each participant to reach consensus.
I postpone issues about how one might apply any such standard, through
testing (confirming, refuting) claims that replication of an ideal deliberation has been achieved.
Now to the concept of mutual engagement that lies at the heart of
these standards. The conditions of mutual engagement are partly cognitive and partly affective (and in this they resemble the dimensions of
psychological altruism, §5). The first cognitive condition eliminates any
erroneous factual beliefs from the ideal conversation:
(KE) In their deliberations, the participants do not rely on any false
beliefs about the natural world.
This condition seems innocuous and well motivated, for it appears that
consensus achieved on the basis of error would be problematic—a group
of intensely altruistic people would arrive at quite peculiar conclusions if
they assumed that extremely severe pain has all sorts of wonderful consequences for sufferers. (KE) entails that the aspirations and wishes the
participants form, and the premises from which they reason, must be
thoroughly secular. They cannot announce that certain actions are required or forbidden, or certain elements characteristic of the highest
good, on the grounds that there is a transcendent being who commands
us in the relevant ways or who offers us an infinitely valuable immortality. Positive beliefs in transcendent beings, and in the arrangements such
beings make, are errors that cannot be permitted to distort the ideal
conversation.14
14. Unlike some contractarian writers (Rawls, Scanlon), I exclude appeals to literalist
readings of religious texts not because they introduce reasons not all participants share,
but because they are simply false. (KE) embodies the idea that false beliefs will distort the
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Two further cognitive conditions run parallel to the cognitive dimensions of altruism (§5). First, in an ideal conversation, the participants
know the consequences for all of the types of actions they consider requiring, allowing, or forbidding. Hence:
(KC) Each conversationalist knows the consequences for each other
conversationalist of the actions and institutional arrangements
under discussion.
Moreover, the empathetic understanding of these deliberators is not
faulty; they recognize the wishes of those with whom they converse. As
we shall see shortly, those wishes are themselves modified through the
interaction of the participants, and ideal conversationalists are able to
keep track of these modifications, much in the way that people do under
successful conditions of higher-order altruism (§21).
(KW) Each participant has complete knowledge of the
wishes of others, and of the ways in which these wishes are
modified through the course of their interactions with one
another.
Plainly, these cognitive conditions are extremely strong, and unlikely to
be realized in human exchanges; because ethical discussions meeting
the replication conditions must be sensitive to the desires of all members of the human population (and of the ways in which those desires
would be altered through attention to others), the authors of such discussions must apparently be attuned to an impossibly broad range of
psychological facts. Once again, I emphasize that I am postponing the
issue of how the standards of ethical discussion might be applied to
particu lar cases, and how the credentials of such discussions might be
tested.

conversation, an idea easily supported by considering a vast number of examples of deliberation based on error ( just one of which—the mistake about the consequences of pain—is
invoked in the text). Falsehood is to be avoided, and there is no reason to think religious
falsehoods should be treated differently from others.
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The heart of my account of mutual engagement consists in the affective conditions. Start from the thought that genuine engagement with
others begins from an expansion of one’s sympathies, in which the perceived desires of those with whom one deliberates are given equal weight
with one’s own. Because of conflicts, that cannot be carried out consistently across the board. As repeatedly noted, if two people have incompatible desires, it is impossible for a third party to behave as a
golden-rule altruist (§5) with respect to both of them. Consequently, expanded sympathy cannot simply be understood in terms of responses to
the desires of others that give equal weight to the wishes of each. Nor
will it do to seek identification with the wishes of some harmonious majority, for the majority may be blinded by failures of sympathy. How,
then, is expansion of sympathy to be conceived?
I tackle this question by introducing the notion of mirroring others.15
The simplest sort of mirroring is that just considered (and found problematic as a general account of mutual engagement). For A to engage in
primitive mirroring of B is for A’s desire to give equal weight to the solitary desire of B, and to A’s own solitary desire.16 Now, in an ideal conversation aimed at addressing functional conflict in an ethical code, the
solitary desires from which mirroring begins are not those individuals
actually adopt, but rather those in harmony with the functions to which
the ethical code responds and sustainable if the cognitive conditions on
ideal conversationalists were satisfied. Hence:

15. Here I draw on ideas present in the eighteenth- century sentimentalist tradition,
notably in Smith’s theory of moral sentiments. I have explored the mirroring metaphor,
as he develops it, in “The Hall of Mirrors,” Proceedings and Addresses of the American
Philosophical Association 79, no. 2 (2005): 67– 84. As with the original discussion
of psychological altruism in §§3– 5, my formulations of conditions here incline to a
position that attributes conscious recognition of the states of others. It is possible, however, that human beings sometimes engage with the feelings of those around them in
more automatic ways (perhaps through the activity of mirror neurons). The account of
mutual engagement is easily amended to permit any mechanisms of this sort to play a
role.
16. The notion of a solitary desire was introduced in §3. Notice that I am not distinguishing A’s perception of B’s solitary desire from B’s solitary desire itself, since, under the
cognitive conditions of the ideal conversation, A has an accurate understanding of B’s
desires.
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(DS) The solitary desires of an ideal participant include only such
desires as are compatible with precepts of the participant’s
ethical code (precepts contributing to the functions the code is
to discharge) and also retained when the participant accords
with (KE) and (KC).17
Effectively, this filters the original solitary desires, eliminating those
ruled out by the conversationalist’s current ethical code and those present solely because of some form of ignorance.
Primitive mirroring cannot provide a general account of the affective
part of mutual engagement, because A can encounter situations in which
two others, B and B*, have incompatible desires, so A cannot accommodate both of them. Given the filtering required by (DS) however, some of
these problems can disappear, and primitive mirroring of others may become possible. When that occurs, an ideal participant adopts the pertinent
desire (one that gives equal weight to the solitary desires resulting from the
filtering). This requires the filtered solitary desires of B and B* to be the
same, so filtering has already done some of the work of primitive mirroring.
The challenge is to understand how to engage with others when differences remain. This is undertaken through extended mirroring. In
extended mirroring, A attends not only to B’s solitary desires, but also to
B*’s assessment of B’s desires, B*’s assessment of A’s assessment of B’s
desires, B**’s assessment of B’s desires, B**’s assessment of B*’s assessment of B’s desires, and so forth. Through consideration of a variety of
perspectives, a conversationalist seeks the best balance among the ethically permissible and factually well-grounded desires present in the
population.18 So we have:
(DM) An ideal conversationalist forms a desire by extended mirroring of the desires of others, achieving that desire he or she
17. Since we are concerned here only with solitary desires, the relevant constraint from
(KC) is that the participant would continue to desire what he or she actually does, if the
participant knew all the consequences for him- or herself.
18. This is effectively to construct an analog of the “ideal spectator,” but one informed
by extensive factual knowledge. It articulates further the synthesis of the methodological
ideas of Smith and Dewey I propose in “The Hall of Mirrors.”
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judges to be the best balance among the varying assessments
(indefinitely iterated) made by fellow participants.
If there is complete agreement about how the balancing is to be done,
there is no need for further conversation. If there is not, the ideal conversation consists in attempts to support or reject various ways of
balancing.
(IC) Ideal conversation consists in attempts to show that proposals
that participants desire to implement as ways of responding to
functional conflict either accord or fail to accord either with
ethical functions all participants recognize or with their shared
understanding of the need to respond to the wishes of all.
For the moment, focus on cases in which ideal conversation achieves
consensus.19
Ethical discussions addressing functional conflict can be genuinely
helpful if they can show how the actual considerations adduced in opposition to a potential way of solving the conflict fall foul of one or more
of the conditions on ideal conversation. That might be achieved by exposing the fact that particular kinds of solitary desires are at odds with
some of the functions endorsed in the current state of ethical practice
(one identifies these functions, showing how existing precepts discharging those functions would prohibit the action or state of affairs desired);
or it might be done by showing that the desire is undermined by facts
about the world (people who express a desire for a particular outcome
do not recognize that it has consequences they strongly detest; people
have the desire because of some background false belief); or it might be
done by showing that the desire persists because of a failure to take into
account the wishes of some group of people—most obviously by showing how these people are systematically ignored by those who have the
desire, but also by questioning the ways in which the balance among the
variety of human desires has been struck). An obvious skeptical com19. This apparently optimistic thought about possible consensus will be modified
in §55.
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plaint about revolutionary ethical change would insist that there is nothing for ethical discussion to do when functional conflict arises, that
spoken or written words can be only the expression of an attitude others
are free to reject. By contrast, there is plenty to be said, much that can be
done to expose factual errors and false presuppositions, disharmonies
with background features of the prevalent ethical code, and, most important, shortcomings in accommodating the wishes of classes of other
people—failures of mutual engagement.
In the next sections, I attempt to show how this approach to ethical
method might sometimes manage to achieve consensus (and also consider appropriate conclusions when consensus proves unreachable). First,
however, I acknowledge the considerable idealizations introduced and
examine how, given our limited perspectives, actual ethical discussions
might be assessed.

§54. Ethical Debate
Typically, we are moved to ethical discussion by disagreement. In recurrent circumstances involving different agents, the actors make incompatible choices and defend what they do with judgments that contradict one
another. Some of these episodes are occasions of normal ethical change.
The prevalent ethical code needs extension to address the circumstances
in question, but there is a way to extend it that refines some underlying
function(s) without cost to others. Here the task of public ethical discussion is to apply the method of §51 to demonstrate to all who share the
code that this is so.
Awareness of functional conflict typically emerges from efforts to adapt
that method to a problem not yet recognized as calling for revolutionary
change. As discussants find that those attempts do not succeed in resolving the issue, they come to suspect functional conflict.20 Their first task
is to expose, as clearly as they can, the nature of the conflict. Once that is
done, the focus will be on proposals for setting priorities among functions,
20. Here I suggest a parallel to Kuhn’s claims that normal science may break down as
repeated efforts to solve puzzles fail, so what appeared as a puzzle becomes seen as an
anomaly.
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or for revising attributions of priorities currently in force. The stage is then
set for ethical debate, where the aim is to simulate an ideal populationwide conversation.
Those who engage in this debate will rarely, if ever, even approximate
the cognitive conditions (KC) and (KW). Although they will argue that
the proposal for modification of ethical practice they favor responds to the
ideal desires of all (or achieves the best balance among those desires), their
presentations will be vulnerable to charges that they have misconceived
the consequences for particular classes of people, or that they have failed
to identify the solitary desires of some groups of people, or that they have
misunderstood the ways in which solitary desires would be transformed
under attempts at primitive mirroring, or that they have a misguided view
of how to balance in extended mirroring. Even more fundamentally, they
may be criticized for basing their claims on factually false premises or for
overlooking consequences for parts of ethical practice outside the purview
of discussion.
Examples of the last two cognitive failures are easy to find. A defense
of some modification of ethical practice invoking the commands of an
allegedly transcendent being or introducing suspect psychological entities or processes would rightly be rejected on grounds of violating (KE).
Similarly, if someone aims to resolve a conflict between different ethical
functions but fails to recognize the ways in which the proposed resolution impinges on functions beyond those explicitly considered, it is important to make these implications manifest. Doing so is a continuation
of the search for reflective equilibrium, and it is a familiar feature of
ethical debates.
The method of §53 emphasizes other ways in which proposals can be
challenged, tested, confirmed and undermined. Often a thesis about
the consequences for people will be neither supported nor refuted by
the available evidence—or the evidence we have supports only a partial
version of the thesis, one restricting attention to the consequences for
a small subgroup of the human population. Many debates about the
proper distribution of resources involve large claims about the effect of
particular socioeconomic arrangements. We are told, for example, that
if certain kinds of competition are encouraged, everybody will achieve
various things they are presumed to want, or that attempts to divide the
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products of labor along roughly egalitarian lines will interfere with motivation to work, and consequently with production. These claims
about the effects of general types of social arrangement—types including a wide variety of possible implementations—are sometimes supported by assuming psychological generalizations, sometimes buttressed by mentioning a handful of specific historical cases.21 The
psychology invoked is simplistic, and the sample of instances ludicrously small. A genuine test of rival ethical proposals, with their variant conceptions of the consequences for people who live in quite different situations, requires either further work in relevant social sciences
or a direct experiment.
Some hypotheses about the consequences of social arrangements
could be confirmed or disconfirmed through indirect investigations.
Without attempting to create conditions under which economic incentives, claimed to be crucial for motivation to work, were absent, one
might aim for a general theory of human motivation, testing it in laboratory experiments or in existing social situations, and then deriving
from it some conclusion about likely behavior under hypothetical egalitarian conditions. When that strategy is considered more thoroughly,
however, it seems unlikely to resolve the question: any combination
of laboratory and field studies would be inadequate to the full range
of possibilities for realizing an egalitarian ideal. If that is so, the only
chance of replacing our— ethically crucial—ignorance about consequences is to bring about the conditions egalitarians envisage and see
what happens. Rational ethical debate may require further experiments
of living.22
21. Adam Smith and John Stuart Mill disagree about the first issue (Smith holding that
increased rates of production will translate into increased economic benefits for all, Mill
maintaining that distribution is not an immediate effect of increased productivity), but they
are united on the second. Smith, Wealth of Nations (New York: Modern Library, 2000), bk.
1, chap. 8; Mill, Works, 2 [Principles of Political Economy (Toronto: University of Toronto
Press, 1970), bk. 2, chaps. 1–2]. With respect to this latter question, both appeal to a simple
generalization about human motivation. Contemporary critics of egalitarianism are fond of
mentioning the prominent instances in which they take egalitarian ideas to have been applied, and they conclude from a few failures that all ways of implementing egalitarian
ideals are doomed.
22. Mill envisages this possibility, and it is emphasized even more strongly by Dewey.
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The experimental design seems relatively obvious. Those who champion some version of the egalitarian ideal can be encouraged to develop
the social conditions they envisage and to discover empirically what it is
like to live in this way. In their efforts, they will presumably be mindful
of the difficulties previous ventures of this kind have experienced, and
perhaps heartened by the well-known difficulty of making even the simplest natural scientific experiments work.23 Experiments involving human subjects are properly subjected to ethical scrutiny—that is probably
a stable part of our current ethical practice—and hence there will be
constraints on how such experiments are carried out. One important
constraint is already hinted at in my suggestion that the experiment be
carried out by those who champion the ideals: commitment to it should
be voluntary. The question of appropriate constraints will be considered
more systematically in the next section, in exploring situations where the
search for consensus breaks down.
The method of §53 also emphasizes the need to engage with the desires of people who live in very different ways. Ethical proposals are
subject to the conditions (DS) and (DM), but attributions of desire easily
go awry because we misrepresent the circumstances under which other
people live and the solitary desires they form.24 We can make headway,
even though ideal identification with all human perspectives remains
unattainable, through acquiring detailed information about the lives of
others. History and ethnography are pertinent sources, often unduly
neglected in the course of ethical debate.
To succeed in replicating the conversations of people who mirror one
another, ethical discussants need the ability to mirror others who are often
quite remote from them. Knowledge of those others’ circumstances and
solitary desires is a precondition for doing that, but the bare apprehension
23. With respect to egalitarian experiments, there is a tendency to overlook some of the
small societies that achieved partial success (Robert Owen’s Lanark colony), or that were
set at a disadvantage because of relations to other communities (the Diggers and Levellers
in Britain, the Israeli kibbutzim).
24. Hume is rightly criticized for the parochialism of his remarks that we can reconstruct
the wishes of temporally and spatially distant people by considering our acquaintances—
but it is far from obvious that anyone (including Hume’s critics) really avoids partiality on
this issue.
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of particular wants will almost certainly be insufficient. Successful mirroring depends on a capacity for thinking and feeling oneself into another person’s life, a form of vivid knowledge through which the imagination is exercised.25 Good ethnographies and skilled histories can
guide us toward that—but they are often usefully supplemented, or even
replaced, by imaginative fictions that focus particular aspects of human
existence. Great works of fiction and drama aid our ethical debates in
two quite distinct ways, first by developing capacities for imaginative
identification and for vivid knowledge, and second by distilling aspects
of ourselves that enable us to proceed from a bare factual knowledge of
another’s circumstances to a more vivid awareness of how that person’s
life is and feels. To cite a simple example: it was surely no news to Victorian readers that impoverished slum dwellers wanted food and shelter,
but in his depictions of the squalid conditions of urban life, Dickens
made possible a far more vivid apprehension of those wants and of their
urgency.26
Vivid knowledge is also pertinent to the final (and most intricate) way
in which ethical proposals can be tested and confirmed. Extended mirroring involves an attempt to balance the varying assessments people
make of one another’s desires and aspirations, and (IC) allows for the
possibility of achieving this balance in distinct ways. In the envisaged
ideal conversation, alternatives are compared, considerations are advanced in support of particular ways of proceeding, and those considerations are debated. That debate focuses on the various ways in which a
coherent synthesis of divergent points of view might be achieved, attending
to abstract features of the envisaged ways of balancing. In the end, however, the relevance of the abstract features lies in the impact on individuals with their different perspectives. If the wishes of some are overridden,
one can seek vivid identification with the people in question, posing the
question of whether, from that particular point of view, the approved way
of balancing (and the abstract features it embodies) can be understood

25. Here I am indebted to discussions with Moira Gatens and to her illuminating work
on imaginative knowledge in philosophy and literature.
26. Perhaps the most striking instance is the description of the life of Jo, the crossing
sweeper in Bleak House. But there are many others.
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and accepted. Suppose the proposal supported by a particular way of
balancing is at odds with your wishes, even when those wishes have
been refined as the method requires. As you consider the desires of others, you cannot find any obvious flaw—there has been no apparent neglect of others’ points of view, you can see their eventual decision as one
involving something recognizable as balancing. If so, you should be able
to acknowledge the outcome as one you can live with. Convincing ethical discussion, when there are competing modes of balancing, must proceed through vivid identification with those whose wishes would be
overridden, revealing that the outcome has been thoroughly considered
from their perspective and found to be acceptable.
So abstract a description is vulnerable to the charge that differences
in ways of carrying out the process of extended mirroring (different ways
of realizing [DM]) are ultimately irreconcilable. Disputes that cannot be
resolved at earlier stages—through correction of factual mistakes, through
inclusion of all points of view, through vivid identification in mirroring—
prove irresoluble. That conclusion is premature—but so equally would
be the judgment that more can always be said, that considerations about
different ways of balancing can be adduced, that further exercises in identification (particularly with those whose desires are overridden or less
fully represented) can settle the debate. The method would be complicated
to apply to any serious instance of revolutionary debate, and until one
has tried to work through the complexities, it is impossible to decide
whether there is hope for resolution or not.
Once again, the analogy with scientific cases may help. Skeptics worry
that the large changes labeled “scientific revolutions” prove rationally
irresoluble. On my own account of how reasoning works in these scientific episodes, the debates proceed by efforts to show how one position is
able to overcome problems, while its rival encounters recurrent difficulties in tackling the problems confronting it.27 Because both parties can
point to successes, and because their problem solving is inevitably incomplete, it is always possible, apparently, to contend that “we” have
addressed the crucial issues, whereas “they” have not. Such judgments
27. For details, see chap. 7 of my Advancement of Science (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1993).

Method in Ethics  355

about crucial issues, problems that have highest priority, involve the
same sort of “balancing” as that found in the schematic account of
extended mirroring. In the scientific cases, we are often confident that
some proposals for “balancing,” some claims about the truly crucial problems, are defensible and others are not. Our contemporary views about
the evolution of life do not resolve every issue in the domain, and yet
considerations of the “balance” of successes and failures demonstrate
how vastly more successful these views are, in comparison with the positions invoked as challenges to them; it is no less reasonable to judge that
Darwinism solves a huge number of significant problems that its rivals
do not, than it is to prefer a clean, well-maintained car to a rusty clunker
whose only virtue is its fetching hood ornament. “Balance” resists precise definition in the scientific case, and that should caution us against
demanding more in the ethical sphere.28
I have tried to counter the impression that any search for method to
deal with revolutionary change is hopeless. We cannot tell how far we
can get until we make a serious attempt at a complicated and taxing venture (one requiring considerable pooling of ideas and recognition of
alternative perspectives). Yet it is worth considering, in advance, not only
the cases in which consensus can be reached, but also those in which it
cannot.

§55. Dissent and the Limits of Tolerance
In characterizing ethical truth, §38 made room for the possibility of pluralism. Different ethical traditions, moved by the felt urgency of discharging different ethical functions, may be drawn to values whose complete
reconciliation proves impossible. The members of the traditions, aware
of the character of the rival practice, feel themselves drawn to both values.
They would like to find ways of satisfying better that function (or those
functions) to which, as things stand, they assign lesser priority. Their
28. The earliest efforts to specify methods of scientific confirmation were schematic and
imprecise. More specific formulations emerged from attempts to put those preliminary
conceptions to work. Thoughts about method coevolve with discoveries about the natural
world. I envisage a similar process in the ethical sphere: attempts to elaborate the method
will yield more precise versions of it.
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situation may thus be one of functional conflict, and, for both traditions,
the confl ict may be resoluble in alternative ways. Because there is no
ultimate resolution here, because we can envisage a progressive sequence
of changes, proceeding indefi nitely without convergence, it would be
wrong to require a method for revolutionary change always to achieve consensus. Even an ideal conversation should sometimes leave participants
with alternatives.
Furthermore, even along the route to full consensus, even with respect to ethical debates allowing eventual resolution, there are likely to
be intermediate stages at which agreement cannot be forced. Consequences hard to predict might be recognized through direct ethical experimentation. To carry out such experiments is, in effect, to fragment
a previously united community (although the fragmentation is initially
conceived as an intermediate step toward resolution of a debated question). As such experiments are envisaged, how they are to be conducted
will itself be a matter for ethical reflection, and the considerations involved here are the same as those figuring in appraisal of the relations
among rival ethical traditions. For in both instances, questions arise
about the extent to which consensus must be sought or difference tolerated. These questions may be focused by asking when a single community debating a question of revolutionary change can properly allow
division into two subgroups that adopt alternative answers.
Imagine a discussion, under the conditions of mutual engagement,
that has given rise to two rival parties whose differences cannot currently be resolved. Perhaps this comes about because there are facts
about the consequences of the alternative proposals espoused by these
parties, facts not determined by the available body of knowledge, and
because the only way members of the society can envisage settling these
facts is the route of direct experimentation. Or perhaps it is the product
of different ways of extended mirroring, the result of alternative conceptions of how to balance the desires of group members (desires conforming to the cognitive and affective conditions of §53). Each party regards
the other as espousing an incorrect (or an inferior) modification of their
shared current ethical practice. They recognize, however, that no compelling ways of showing the mistake (the inferiority) are at hand, nothing
can be done to show the factual error (fi rst case), nothing can be said
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to bring home the inadequacies of the approach to balancing (second
case).
If the debate has reached stalemate in this fashion, then each of the
parties must acknowledge its rival to be in a state of conditional mutual
engagement. Given the perspective adopted by the rival party, it has
completely attained mutual engagement with respect to its members.
Consider the dispute over empirical facts. Members of each party believe matters are not as their rivals believe (or, perhaps, hope) and, in
consequence, the attempt at mutual engagement by the rival party has
gone awry (it violates [KE]). But they must also acknowledge that, if the
rivals were correct in the disputed matter, they would have succeeded in
mutual engagement within their party. Similarly, with respect to the difference in ways of extended mirroring, each group thinks the other has
done the balancing in an inferior way, but it must also acknowledge that
if their extended mirroring were adequate, they would have achieved
mutual engagement within the party.
When debates reach stalemate, rivals see one another as attaining
conditional mutual engagement. Why must this be? The answer is simple.
If it were not, the debate would not have reached stalemate. Something
more could be said: to wit, that independently of the disputed feature of
the situation (the disagreement about facts, the alternative approaches to
extended mirroring), the rival party fails to achieve an internal condition
of mutual engagement. So if the method of §53 is applied to the debate,
the point at which differences become irresoluble has to be one at which
the contending parties have attained, subject to their conception of the
point in dispute, an internal equilibrium that is as good a candidate as
any for mutual engagement. In light of this, I propose, each should be
prepared to tolerate the other.
This may appear to be a strong, even dangerous, suggestion. There
are familiar worries about permitting societies to follow their own customs, and to decide how their members shall be treated. We know that
actual societies, inspired by allegedly authoritative religious texts, believe they are entitled to take aggressive actions against other groups and
to treat some of their members in ways outsiders view as harsh, restrictive,
and cruel. We know also that the recipients of this treatment sometimes
endorse what is done to them, genuinely desiring to live in the way assigned
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them. Is the method then committed to permitting local groups to flout
what liberals typically hail as universal values?
No. The conditions of mutual engagement are sufficiently strong to
limit tolerance of alternatives so as to exclude these problematic cases. As
§§38 and 46 argued, there are imprecise prescriptions, such as those in
favor of honesty and opposed to initiating violence, likely to be stable in
progressive ethical traditions. These core truths cannot be abandoned
if the proposed method is adopted—for dishonesty and unprovoked aggression are, in the overwhelming majority of instances, expressions of
failure to engage with the desires of others.29 This means the core truths
will have to be shared among the tolerable rivals, and groups rejecting
them will be at odds with the conditions of mutual engagement.
Even more evidently, (KE) rules out appeal to religious texts as the
foundation for any sort of treatment of group members, and any set of
attitudes to outsiders. If it is proposed that women should be confined in
various ways or that men should proselytize aggressively, and the proposal is grounded in the supposed commands of a deity, a fundamental
cognitive condition on mutual engagement is violated. If the ideal conversation is to defend proposals of these kinds, it will have to do so in
different ways. It is hard to conceive how any policy of proselytizing
could be detached from a foundation in a false belief about transcendent
entities, and aggressive attempts to spread the word would be debarred
by the core truth opposing unprovoked violence. The case of female
confinement, however, and analogous proposals with respect to other subgroups, can seem more difficult. For, it may be suggested, the individuals
who receive the treatment, unpleasant as it may appear to outsiders, really
want to live as they do. Suppose their wish is independent of any faulty
religious belief. Is the societal practice then to be tolerated?
Typically not. Although the current expression of the desire is
sincere—the woman declares that this is the way she wants her life to be,
this is her choice—it is usually infected by a false belief, the belief that

29. The treatment of honesty in §46 argued that there are exceptional instances and that
the core truth is thus vague. One can envisage rival ethical traditions proposing different
more precise versions of it, but abandonment of it would be ruled out by the method suggested here.
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her socialization and education have elicited her wants. If she were to
see clearly how her options have been narrowed from the beginning, if
others who care about her were to understand how there were alternative
possibilities for her, the desires held by her and by them would be quite
different. The actual desires owe their presence to a pervasive error, the
mistaken belief that the existing processes of socialization are noncoercive. Consequently, there is a failure of mutual engagement: in effect,
those who have led her to her present state have engaged not with her but
with their preconceived image of her. Only in the case of people who,
under alternative schemes of socialization, would remain entirely unconcerned by thinking their choices had been narrowly foreclosed from
the beginning can one suppose that the desire is uninfected by error.
There may be such people, but we have every reason to think that they
are rare.
Discussion of such cases exposes an important facet of the limits of
tolerance, one best illustrated by considering the permissibility of ethical experiments. The last section envisaged groups, moved by an egalitarian ideal, trying out their preferred versions of it. If those who sign
on to the experiment are coerced, either through the overriding of their
present desires or through prior socialization that has narrowed their
choices, the experiment will not accord with the conditions of mutual
engagement. At times, however, people voluntarily resolve—by our everyday standards of voluntary choice—to undertake this kind of venture.
There is a danger they will coerce others, in particular their children. The
forms of coercion making the examples of confining social practices subject to ethical critique may be absent in the first generation, but they can
easily emerge thereafter. Do all ethical experiments under mutual engagement have to be short-term?
To avoid that conclusion the education and socialization of the young
must carefully preserve options. The experiment should allow children
to choose from as wide a range of alternatives as those available to their
peers, whose parents and teachers are not part of the experiment. The
experimenters must recognize and tolerate their children’s opting out—
and, perhaps, others’ opting in. As a result, some possibilities for living
(forms of family relationships) may be distorted, a distortion to be recognized if the probative value of the experiment is to be properly assessed.
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In virtue of their status as minority ventures, ethical experiments are always vulnerable to breakdown. Judgments of failure should take into
account the stresses to which they are subject.
To sum up: when conversations under the conditions of mutual engagement break down, competing parties should see one another as in
an internal state of conditional mutual engagement. Groups achieving
this state can be allowed to pursue their favored ethical practices. Although
the suggestion initially seems to allow for overindulgence of alternative
ways of living, including those oppressing members of some subgroups,
the conditions of mutual engagement are sufficiently strong to debar the
cases that provoke condemnation. The method provides a basis for ethical criticism of groups engaging in externally aggressive or internally
coercive practices. 30

§56. The Challenger Revisited
Section 51 closed with a challenge. Functional conflict seemed to make
room for ways of rejecting some major functions of ethics in favor of others, and thus for radical differences in continuing the ethical project. To
give the challenge clear force, we need only envisage someone who proposes to go in a dramatically different direction from the one pursued in
this chapter and its predecessor, someone who has little patience with
the original function of ethics. Even if he concedes that the ethical project began with the need to remedy altruism failures, 31 he sees no reason
to be governed by that beginning. The subsequent course of ethical
evolution proliferated possibilities for human life, and, aware of these
possibilities, the challenger emphasizes the freedom of the strong individual, who charts his own way quite independently of the protests (or
30. Whether it will also justify outside pressure to amend the practices, or even the use
of force, is a further question, one that would have to be settled by looking carefully at the
details in individual instances. To justify ethical criticism is not yet to warrant particu lar
ways of translating the criticism into action.
31. That is, he concedes the story as I have narrated it. The challenger, shortly to be
identified as a version of Nietzsche, might prefer an alternative account, one viewing the
emphasis on cooperation as a late corruption [see the first essay of Friedrich Nietzsche On
the Genealogy of Morality (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007)].
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the applause) of others. This challenger can be viewed as a version of
Nietzsche, and he sees the principal function of ethics to lie in opening
the way for the emergence of higher types of beings, who will carry some
of the characteristics of the greatest individuals of the human past to
new heights.
What can be said to someone who poses this challenge—and poses it
seriously? The method developed in previous sections offers an obvious
line of response: the rival possibility spectacularly fails to meet the conditions of mutual engagement.32 Rejection of the original function of
ethical practice goes hand in hand with a repudiation of the method, so
the circularity noted in §52 appears to doom the response. Although one
could bring the challenger into line, if he agreed to argue according to
the conditions proposed, he will claim the conditions take for granted
just the emphasis on the original function of ethics he is concerned to
reject. In this point he will be entirely correct.
My earlier attempts to confront troublesome characters in §42 generated an understanding of the criteria for success. Turning back challenges requires less than absolute silencing. What must be done is to
settle genuine doubts and worries at least as well as alternative ethical
pictures are able to do. In the present case the comparative approach
yields little solace. Some alternative approaches to ethics, Kantianism
and other forms of rationalism, seem to have weapons with which to
fight the radical Nietzschean challenge. Proponents of such approaches
will claim to have a priori methods of establishing fundamental ethical
principles, and thus a priori knowledge of the falsity of the challenger’s
claims. Pragmatic naturalism denies both the supposed a priori methods (or at least the a priori status of the methods) and the “fundamental
ethical principles” known on their basis. Hence it may be seen as preparing the way for the challenge—precisely because of the emphasis on the
historical evolution of ethical practice, on the emergence of different
ethical functions, and on the lack of any a priori insight into ethical
truth, it appears to have jettisoned the weapons needed to fight back.
32. The challenger may even flaunt this rejection, comparing the masses whose desires
are ignored or crushed to lambs that serve as prey for stronger, “nobler” beasts. See the famous image from Genealogy of Morality, essay 1, sec. 13.
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Advertising the resources of rationalism has more show than substance. True, rationalists can produce some sentences after the challenger
has had his say, but there is no great force in invoking mysterious processes announced as yielding knowledge of an especially robust type.
Swords can be used to threaten people, but the shadow of a sword should
frighten no one. Although rationalists may pride themselves on their
ability to keep talking in a situation where naturalists stand speechless,
the difference is not particularly significant if the phrases they utter are
empty. Nevertheless, I do not want to leave matters here: as I shall now
try to show, pragmatic naturalism has considerably more to say.
Two points from earlier discussions need elaboration. First, even
though the use of a conception of the good to frame an ethical method
threatens to be circular, as we discovered at the end of §52, the method
is not guaranteed to generate the preferred conception of the good. If it
could be shown to do so, the package of proposals would turn out to
be coherent in a way they might not have been. Second, the original
reply to the troublesome characters of §42 demanded the challenger
provide some alternative. The current challenge has begun to do that,
in proposing to dismiss the initial function of ethics in favor of the subsequent function of individual development, but that is only the beginning. This idea needs to be articulated as a full account of the good,
without presupposing ethical functions supposedly dismissed or downgraded. It must be supplemented with ways (if not a method) of further
ethical development, and the conception of the good must cohere with
the preferred modes of ethical evolution. If pragmatic naturalism can
be shown to be coherent, and if the rival proves to be difficult to articulate, tacitly dependent on ethical ideas it officially rejects, and not easily
combined with any strategy for ethical change, enough will have been
said.
Start with the coherence of pragmatic naturalism. Under conditions
of mutual engagement, deliberators attempt to respond to one another’s
desires. Which desires strike them as particularly crucial? They recognize
that we all have common basic needs, and that, as things stand, these are
satisfied for some people but by no means for all. They know, too, that
the more fortunate people have a richer set of aspirations, that from their
own perspectives, some desires are much more crucial than others, and

Method in Ethics  363

that the relative centrality of these desires is the result of a conception of
what matters in their lives. In light of our shared humanity, they suppose
people who struggle to meet their basic needs would also develop richer
aspirations of a similar type if they were provided with the chance to do
so. From this, they conclude that the appropriate focus of mutual engagement would be the satisfaction of people’s central desires, and thus
the promotion of worthwhile lives.
This line of reasoning assumes that we try to reach mutual engagement
with one another by attending to what each person takes to be most important, and we know enough about human possibilities to move beyond
the atomism of hedonism, with its decomposition of lives into sequences
of momentary states of pleasure and pain, and to appreciate the holism
of the desires people form, once they are freed from painful struggles.
People who currently are absorbed by the need to survive can appreciate
the value of further aspirations, in conditions where their basic requirements are met. Moreover, people who come to see their options as narrowed through social coercion would prefer to form their own assessment of what matters in their lives. If these hypotheses are correct, the
deliberators will want primarily (i) the option of forming for themselves
a conception of what matters, and of doing so in an uncoerced way; (ii)
the satisfaction of the material preconditions of this option; and (iii) the
satisfaction of the desires endorsed as central. Mutual engagement takes
all three types of desires to matter for all. Does it also require conceiving
the good in terms of providing i and ii for all, and offering roughly equal
chances with respect to iii?
Apparently. On what basis could the deliberators introduce inequalities here? One possibility would be to maintain that serious chances of
satisfying desires of type iii for some people require the failure to satisfy
desires of types i and ii for others: one simply cannot give all people serious chances for a worthwhile life, and it is better that some should have
such chances, even if it means others live in want. But the conception of
the good advanced in Chapter 8 blocked this proposal by taking the
question of population size as fundamental (§49). The human population
is to be maintained at or below the proper bound, and this means resources
are available to satisfy i and ii for all, and to give everybody serious chances
with respect to iii. If the deliberators are to arrive at an alternative, they
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will have to suppose it is better not to impose this condition on population size. That will commit them to holding as good a world in which
some people (possibly most people) are doomed not to have the most
important desires satisfied. How could this be anything other than a
failure of mutual engagement? 33
Another possibility would be to suppose that a conception of the
good can tolerate significant differences in the probabilities of people’s
satisfying type iii desires. The need for universal satisfaction of i and ii
is conceded, but the opportunities for some can be significantly richer
than those available to others. Now it is agreed that resources are sufficient to provide serious chances of a worthwhile life for all. Hence
there is a distribution of those resources allowing everybody roughly
equal, serious chances of satisfying desires of type iii, where the standard
of rough equality is set by the recognition of the perturbations uncontrollable factors can introduce (§50). Lowering the chances for some,
while raising them for others, would apparently be a failure of mutual
engagement.
Perhaps the proponent of inequalities could appeal to an alternative
strategy for extended mirroring. From the standpoint of the egalitarian
distribution, the inegalitarian proposal divides the population into two
classes: the Augmented, whose chances are increased, and the Diminished, whose chances are lessened. Introducing differences plainly gives
less weight to the wishes of the Diminished. Yet it might be viewed as
responding to the desires of the Augmented and as supposing that the
balancing of conflicting desires is conducted by giving weight to the reaction of the Augmented to the desires of the Diminished. That will
happen only if the Augmented judge that the wishes of the Diminished
are not to figure in forming their own desires. That could happen if they
simply ignored the wishes of the Diminished—a failure of mutual engagement. Or it could happen if they used a strategy for extended mirroring that relied on the judgment of others. But these others would also

33. One way in which my conclusion here might be resisted would be to argue that setting bounds on the population is incompatible with major components of worthwhile lives.
This line of reasoning was already considered in §49, in confronting a form of skepticism,
and I rely on the response developed there.
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have to ascribe low weight to the wishes of the Diminished, and exactly
the same problem would arise. Thus, the only way for extended mirroring to generate the inegalitarian desires is for a failure of primitive mirroring to occur somewhere among the class of the deliberators—and
that means that the discussion cannot satisfy the conditions of mutual
engagement.
Application of the method of §53 is likely to yield pragmatic naturalism’s conception of the good, as the provision for all of serious, and
roughly equal, chances for worthwhile lives. Further, the conception
of human relationships as central elements in worthwhile human lives
can be viewed as in harmony with the method’s insistence on the conditions of mutual engagement. Yet the conclusion should not be overstated. Any rehearsal of an ideal conversation must appeal to psychological assumptions about human reactions, and these can be falsified
by actual reactions to the line of reasoning people are supposed to
adopt. In advance of those reactions, a tentative conclusion: pragmatic
naturalism’s proposal about the good coheres with its view of ethical
method.
Turn now to the challenger’s position. The challenger’s conception of
the good sees the development of the few as crucial and the lives of the
many as unimportant. There are special people—call them “free spirits”—
supposed to be capable of a form of human existence superior to any
attainable by the rest. A world is good to the extent that it allows for the full
development of the free spirits; what happens to the others is irrelevant.
This conception is evidently incompatible with the conception offered
in Chapter 8, and the incompatibility descends from a difference about
the functions the ethical project is to discharge. The egalitarian conception is embedded in an attempt to take the original function as primary,
to see ethics as continuing to be directed at remedying altruism failures
(and to view ethical method as an attempt at mutual engagement). Its rival views the original function of ethics as a trigger that eventually led to
enhanced possibilities of human living. Whereas the egalitarian conception attempts to integrate the emergent possibilities with the original
function (through the focus on equal opportunities for worthwhile lives),
the challenger takes the emergence of the richer possibilities to be a turning point, after which the original function can be forgotten, in favor of
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ever further enhancement of these possibilities, even if the resultant
opportunities are available only to the few.
So far, the rival approach has no method for ethical discussion—
perhaps because there is to be no further ethical discussion. It is not
obvious, however, how we arrive at a point beyond the need for further
consideration of what to do. Note first that the enhanced human possibilities realized by free spirits had better be considerably richer than
those available to the human population generally, for, if they were not,
we would all be approximations to the free spirits, and the challenger’s
position would collapse into the egalitarian view it is supposed to replace. Now the human possibilities open to ordinary people under
favorable circumstances—the kinds of things people take to be important elements of worthwhile lives—are typically dependent on extensive
social coordination. Material resources must be provided and social
institutions must be in place for us to enjoy those possibilities. Even
without any definite understanding of the splendid ways in which free
spirits are able to live, there is no basis for thinking their predicament is
different. They will depend on a society and rely on coordinated efforts.
Questions will arise about how the requisite basis is to be achieved, how
the relations between free spirits and the herd are to be governed, how
the potentially confl icting projects of free spirits are to be reconciled.
Apparently, then, ethics cannot come to an end, and there will have to
be some way of continuing ethical discussion (even if it is supposed that
the discussion is one in which only free spirits take part).
We do not know what the possibilities are to which the free spirits
(and only they) can aspire—hence, the conception of the good is woefully indefinite. We also have no ethical method (despite the need for
ethics to continue), and hence no possibility of showing that the method
and the conception of the good are mutually coherent. We cannot even
decide whether the enhanced possibilities for the free spirits presuppose
a society, whose coordinated efforts already rest on ways of discharging
the original function of ethics (the function allegedly transcended). These
are serious defects, but, because of elementary facts about human biology
and psychology, further trouble arises.
Any attempt to promote the splendid flourishing of the free spirits
would first have to identify them. Perhaps the challenger hopes they
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will identify themselves, soaring above the mediocrities around them.
Yet a banal truth about us is that our potential is not marked on our
foreheads at birth. Human beings develop, and, as they do, their talents and capabilities sometimes become clear. Not always, however,
since it is a sad and familiar fact that people are often limited and even
crippled by inadequate social environments. No free spirit will be able
to soar unless he has previously had a sufficiently supportive environment. One way to allow for that (hypothetical) self-identification would
be to provide ample opportunities for all—but that would absorb the
central features of the conception of the good currently subjected to
challenge. Promoting the development of free spirits would then presuppose the provision of equal opportunities for worthwhile lives for all.
What other possibilities are there? Could we use the identified free
spirits in one generation to pick out the likely free spirits of the next?
Even with an understanding of the phenomena of heredity far less articulated than that provided by contemporary genetics, it is easy to see
that this is hopeless. 34 Without a background provision of equal opportunities, the supposedly incompatible approach cannot even get off
the ground.
Section 42 responded to radical challenges by arguing that they deserted the ethical project without offering any clear alternative to it (except for the fragile hominid social state from which that project liberated
us). Section 51 concluded with a way of reviving those challenges, in the
exploitation of functional conflict: it appeared to be possible to develop
rival ways of continuing the ethical project, ways highlighting or subordinating different functions. One version of the challenge has been considered, and we have discovered (tentatively) that proposals grounded in
the original function of ethics cohere with one another, whereas elaboration of the alleged alternative encounters severe difficulties. Not only is it
unclear what method of ethical discussion it can offer, or how method
and conception of the good can be coherently developed, but there is
34. As Plato already did. The thought of concentrating on biological heredity is central
to his way of providing different courses of education for differently talented people [Republic (trans Grube) (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1992)]. Yet Plato understands that this will at
best be an approximation: golden children can emerge from leaden parents, and golden
parents can produce baser offspring.
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significant danger that the alternative will presuppose the function it is
supposed to transcend.
Consideration of a single radical challenge can easily inspire the objection that the alternative has been carefully chosen: pragmatic naturalism succeeds only because it is juxtaposed with an implausible rival
position. On the contrary: this version of the challenge is important
precisely because it demotes the original function of ethics and thus undercuts the idea of ethical decision through mutual engagement. Less
sweeping rival approaches would allow the importance of the original
function. Once remedying altruism failures and mutual engagement are
taken seriously, the range of alternatives for continuing the ethical project is greatly narrowed. We are left with those functional conflicts that
give rise to tolerable pluralism.
Both the conception of the good presented in Chapter 8 and the
ethical methods outlined here seek ways of replicating, within the contemporary context, characteristics of the earliest stages of the ethical
project. They can be viewed as endeavoring to undo the distortions
introduced in later phases. Moreover, the conditions imposed on mutual engagement deliberately reflect the account of psychological altruism (§§3–5, 21). Two motivational corollaries follow. First, the renewal
of the ethical project should proceed by demanding of deliberators
that they exhibit, in the most complete possible form, the characteristics of psychological altruists, for that is to take the original project, the
remedying of altruism failures, as primary. Second, to the extent one is
concerned that the concept of an altruism failure is sufficiently open or
ambiguous to allow different elaborations by participants in ethical
discussion, it is appropriate to demand of those discussants wideranging forms of psychological altruism. The judgments about progressiveness should be vindicated by submitting them to discussion
under conditions of mutual engagement. Those conditions can be invoked to fi ll out the account of progress of Part II: to the extent that
there are questions about whether a proposed transition remedies
altruism failures, questions turning on what is to count as an altruism
failure, those questions are resolved by identifying the altruism failures
as those recognized by discussants who conform to the conditions of
mutual engagement.
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Section 44 denied the existence of ethical expertise. The considerations offered in the past two chapters are hardly knockdown arguments.
They are invitations to consider our ethical choices in a particular
way—as a large-scale emulation of those who began the ethical project—
and they are to be tested by reactions, based on a variety of human perspectives. That is entirely in the spirit of the method proposed, a method
emphasizing conversation, simulated or perhaps real.

