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"There are no moral phenomena at all, but only a moral 
interpretation of phenomena. II 

Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, Part 
Four, Section 108, translated by Walter Kauffmann. 
New York: Vintage Books, Random House, 1966. 

"People have no notion yet tha'c from now onwards they 
exist on the mere pittance of inherited and decaying 
values." 

Nd..etzsche, Gesammelte Werke, Munich: Musarian­
Ausg'abe, 19"26-·9, Vol. XIV, p.193. 

"It is virtue which has need of justification .... lt is 
for moral reasons that good, one day, will cease to be 
done." 

From Nietzsche, quoted in Albert Camus, The 
!<ebel, ~ew York: Vintage Books, 1956, p.68. 

!fA new rebellion is consecrated in t&e name of modera­
tion and of life. We are at tha·t extremity now. At the 
end of this tunnel of darkness, however, there is ine­
vitably a light, which we already divine and for which 
'we only have to fight to ensure its coming. All of us, 
among the ruins, are preparing a renaissance beyond the 
limits of nihilism. But fe\v of us know it." 

Camus, The Rebel, New York: Vintage Books, 1956, 
p.305. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The problem with which I deal in this thesis falls 

wi·thin the scope of the far from hoarse chestnut of the 

relation between fac·ts and values--more precisely, bebleen 

statements of fact and statments of value. This dichotomy 

betvvcen the two types of statement vTas perhaps explica·ted 

most clearly by David Hume,l but its history runs rrmch further 

ba.ck than Hume. In the discussion of the nature of justice 

betl,teen Thrasyrr.aC:hus and Socrates' in the fir's t book of 'The 

Republic, there can be seen the Socra·tic atternp·t to deny that.: 

justice is merely a function of hum~n decision, varying at 

different times and eifferent places according to the differ-

ing decisions of those who instigate it, elC rulers. For 

Socrates a just society Vla.s no·t one y.jhoserulers h2.-3. I[1t:maged 

t:o in:troduce laws by force, but whose las'is \"?ere at.:t:unec1 to "l:he 

na·tural order of the universe I ''''hieh vIas both rational and 

independent of human volition. According to Greek concepts, 

. jt.lst:ice is natural not: conventional. 

To understand this, it is necessary to understand 

firs t of a.ll, that the very terms of the dichot.orny, II f act.1t 

and J; value II are rrodern in their conception i and; as Eri c 

----.--------.--.. ---------
lA 'J:reatise on Human Nature ·Ecl.ite.d by L.IL Se.lby­

Bigge I ox:f()rcr1Jnrvej~·sI-:ET-Pres .. r;;188 8, III,:i.; 1. 
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Voeglein so ably poin-ts out/l the term II va l ue ll is meaningless 

unless contra_st_ed to the term 11 fact" • Talk of "values" 

stems very much from -the . ~ l.Qea that man. is able to IIcreate ll 

his min systems of -value independently of, and indeed even in 

opposi tion to, nature, v.7hich is conceived no longer as a 

rationally ordered whole but as a chaos. This vie"T is at the 

core of the doctrine of most moral and political philosophy 

since M~chiavelli. Nature presents us only with facts no 

nurnber of which can ent_ail (i.e. log-ically entail) any s-tate-

ments of value. Value is riot part of nature. As Hi t.tgenstein 

pu tit: 

n In the vlOrld every-thing is as it is and happens as 
i.:t does happen. In it thE:,re is no value--and if 
there were it would be of nc va1ue. If there is any 
value which is o~ value, it must lie outside all 
happening and bcin~ so. For all happening and beirig 
so is accidental.""-

Thus I 'tie have a yavming chasm, a logical gap I bebleen any 

justifica-tion that can be given for statements of value; in 

factual terms, and the stat:21Tlent of value i-l:self "'Thi-ell will 

alvlays go beyond any factual coyisiderat.ion. 

The vicv'l that is nO\V' presented of ethics is that the 

individual is not logically constrained by factual considera-

tions in his choice of moral principles, or IIvalues". He is 

free to choose the ethical code of his. mm making I ba.se:d upon 

-----.----_._. ---
l'1'he ·Ne",·? Science of Poli ~ic2' . .r (Universi t.y of Chicago 

Press, 1952) {, Introduct.ion I passim. 

2'l'ractatus Logico--Philosophicu.s, Routledge and Kegan 
P 1 

T -:;-"--10 2--""-j--"c-·rJ -_._-.--.,--.----all. _ r .L.,onGon, ::;..; 0 •.. -- • 
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those facts which he finds relevant to that code, but which 

\-7i11 never logically oblige him to any ·particular moral decision. 

This is stated in somewhat different terms by Sartre when he 

speaks of man as II conderrmed to be free", and "rising up in the 

world to define hims~lf~" Faced wi th this gargan tua.n task man 

shies away and, in bad fai th, adopts precepJcs which are 

conunonly accepted (conventional rules) I t.~us dQnying 1dhat is 

essential to himself--his freedom. It must be realised tl1O.t in 

consistency ~'li th Sartre I s whole view', any set of precepts 'I",hich 

man slides back into adopting Hill be simply a result of human 
. . 

voli tion, ana. in that sense I arbitrary. That is, all values. 

are relative to the choices of those that instigate them. 

Since Sartre has rejected the concept of human nature, along 

"."it.h 1..110 raJcionali'l:y of nature as a ,!Thole, there \-;rill be no 

cornmon standard by which to measure ·the relative sJcatus of 

moral codes (and in any case such considetations would only be 

factual). It is interesting that there is agreem~nt in this 

area between such posi tivis ts as Ayer and Sartre. p.ny ethical 

syst.ern, and any moral judgernent, such as nS.lc.ealing is lilrong," 

enn 1101,7 be reduced in p,yer' s words to the following: 

"It is clear that there is nothing saiC! here ',1hich can be 
true or false. Another man may disagree with me about 
the wrongness of stealing, in the sense that he may 
not have the same feelings about stealimg as I have, 
and he may quarrel vli th mf; on account of- my moral senti­
ments. But he cannot, strictly speaking, ciontradict me. 
For in saVing that a certain type of action is right or 
tVrong r I ;m not making any factual stabe:lnent, not even 
a stai.:ement about my mJn state of mind. I am merely 
expressing certain moral sentiments. Amld the nan who 
is ostensibly contradicting me is merely expressing his 



moral sentiments. So that there is plainly no sense 
in asking which of us is in the riqht. For neither 
_i c: '" C : l' n' 111' 1 ' t" . 71 I ~ a-:-,,,,er-c.. gagen' 1.e propos1' lon. 

Concerning elC controversy covered in the following 

4 

pages behleen Professor R. N. Hare and Nrs. Philippa Foot, it 

.can be said, that, as regards the fact-value distinction, Hare 

a.ccepts it and Foo't does not. But bo·th of "b."lese assert.ions 

need qualification. 

Whilst it is quite clear that Hare denies that an 

entailment relation exis.ts bet ... ';reen statements of fact and, 

.in his terms I evaluative statements., 2 at the same time he sees 

the cl.an~:rer of ethical relativism and 1r-7ishes to comba·t it. 

Through the vlOrk of the Posi ti vis ts. it seemed tha't moral dis-

course and moral argumc:mt was reduced to the realm of the 

irrational. Hare attempts to save it from this fate through 

the concept of lIuniversalisabilityll". Since the primary function 

of moral discourse is to guiee actions, Hare believes that it, 

along with evaluative discourse in general, • .. ..t-. 1S preSCrlpL.~.ve. 

Unlike cornmands hm'lever, rporal language is, even if overtly 

par.ticular., universal. in nat.ure. I, par:ticular moral judgement 

is an instance of a universal moral principle to which it can 

be referred if necessB.ry. Acceptance of the moral judgement 

'nIt is 'tlrong to do Xli implies acceptance of the p:rinciple "I·t 

lLanqua.ge, Tru·th and Logic 1 (2nd eeli tion) r Victor 
Gollance Ltc1~, London, 1936;r~p.l.07-108. The relationship 
beti;';een the t\<70 traditions b.as been shm'7l1 by C.D. HacNiven in 
"Analytic and Exis ten ·tial. Ethics" 1 pia~0S!~S:. I~, June r 1970. 

2'1'he Language of Morals 1'( Oxford Dni versi ty Press 1 1952) 
pp. 28- 31, 94-ancr-pasSTir::----'---·. 
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is \vrong' to' do anything of type X is such circumstances" and 

moreover entails (logically) th.e irnperat.ive "Do not do such 

as X!" ",'hich applies, most imp.or-tant1y r to myself. The con-

cepi: of universo.lisabili ty, hmvever, as ,,18 sha11 see in 

Chapter II, does not measure up to the demands made of it in 

order to secure the X'2.tionali ty of moral discourse and argument. 

Ultimately, in the course of justifying moral judgements we 

shall be forced back to principl~s to which we adhere because 

of certain decisions or choices we have nade in the ethical 

sphere. I Hare is clearly a'>lare of this since he emphasizes 

the importance of personal decision.in the course of. adopting 

moral principles. At the same time he believes in having 

secured the rationality of morals. 

Poot, on the o·ther hand, believes that certain factual 

statements do entail evaluative statereents. She uses the 

examples of "ruc1e" 2 and "dangerous,,3 but extends it to a far 

wider range of ex~,mples, 4 and by iI'.1plica.tion to more clearly 

moral examples. To take bu'c the first of the terms she con-

siders--if certain conditions are fulfilled then someone's 

behaviour is called rude. These conditions, however, are 

_.-_. - . ---------_._----
lI'D·;~ pp 62 71-73 _~., .• I • 

211~' I A . !1 M.' ~ 67 CI9~0) L'lora rgumcl1-cs,~, _, :::> (. .• 

3 u 1\loral Beliefs", Pro~?ings of the Aristotelian 
Society,CI958-59) . 

L1 d'" - . .11 Goodness an r Cholce 1 Proceecilngs of the Aristotelian 
Soc:Le_ty, Supplementary Volume XXV,19bl • 
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factual statements .:"bout the behaviour 1 and to call it rUG,e is 

an evalua'ti ve sta"cemen't. There is, therefore ,at least one 

case where a set of fadtual statementi logically entail an 

evaluative one. The logical gap appears to be bridged. The 

consequences of this bridge are explained in detail in the 

folloi,ving chapters--t.'1e nature of moral argument is no differ·-

ent in principle from argument about factual matters: the 

criteria. for the use of "good" are fixed both by the meaning 

of the nouns "'lhich it quali fies, and, in the case of moral 

issues by t.'I1.e meaning of tl;'8 term "meral It. Moreover, the 

individual is not at will t.o choose jus't any set of moral 
--""- . 

principles. A penumbra of these are set, by the natnre' of man. 

Concerning this last rema.rk~ it should be.noticed, a.s I do 

at several points, that becuase she apparently contiects the 

meaning of IImorally good" '{·ii th the principle of incH vidu al 

happiness l (or as she puts it, human welfare)~ Foot hovers in 

indecision bet\t-leen that path to vlhiclJ. she is led by taking 

one side in the dispute about fact-value dichotomy I and the 

position of individual licence in moral matters which she is 

attacking. \·Jhilst. the Utilit.arian, of course, prescribes as 

the greatest good the greatest: happiness C),I the great.est 

number, he. nevertheless has difficulty in aligning pri va'te or 

inc1i vidual happiness wi t~ universal happbJless. Bentham, for 

e.~{arnple, bc:lievec1 that society consisted m[~rely of a collection 

of indi vi d1..lals whose individual good is a m:atter of happiness 

-'.--_._---------_._--
lllMoral Arguments", P.Sll. 
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and who are governed by two "sovereign masters", pleasure, 

and pain. vJhat he needed to shmv was \'lhy nevertheless the 

individual should be altruistic. Prom a starting point such 

as his concerning the relation of the individual to society, 

it is difficult to see hmv this can be achieved without appeal 

to a further moral criterion, such as justice, not definable 

in utilitarian terms. l Because of her adherence to utilitarian 

precepts, Foot .is unwilling at points to say that certain actions 

are clbsolutely v1rong--wrong, that is, despi te their possible 

compliance with individual happiness and any good consequences 

that might ensue. 2 

In this thesis, then, I try -to place a contemporary 

ethical debate in a \·dder perspective that shows more clearly 

that the central issue invo.lved is the place of the individual 

in society, and his ability to determine for himself a set of 

moral precepts. In connexion v1i th this, the length of the 

section on Hobbes in Chapter Four must be accounted for. I 

feel that because of the crucial relationship Hobbes holds to 

the whole of modern political thought, and in particular to 

the liberalism manifest in Hare's thought, an understanding 

of Hobbes' position is essential to the understanding of the 

Hare-·Poot debate. Hobbes' work is doubly important to the 

lCf. Alasdair HacIntyre,' 'J.. Short History'of Ethics, 
Macmillan, New York, 1966, pp.240-24l. 

2See beloH, Chapters 2 and 4, and R.W. Beardsmore, 
"Consequences and Moral Worth ll

, Analysis, (1969). 
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debate (not to mention imp or t,:lD t in i t.s O\vn -right) because the 

position ~~lich Foot holds overlaps in a strange but very defi-

nite ,,'lay Hare's m'lll, individualism. During 'the course of this 

thesis, I wish to dJja\ll attention ,to the follmving charact,eris-

tics in Foot's ethics: 

1) That she is, in no vlise talking of morality in any absolute 

sense. v~hilst she makes claims to com,bat relativism" ,to 

analyse moral and evaluati ve discourse in only i:ts non-

peculiar uses, and a~so to analyse morality in a non-con-

ventional senseI she does n6t break through the cultural 

restrictions iIEposed on a, morality by i t:s hist:orlcal and 

cultural position. This is so because she does not attempt 

to break out from these res'trictions. The functionally 

descriptive Lmguage 'i'lhicll she analyses can ma};:.e DO claims 

to 2JJsolu t:e jus ti fica,tion. i'Ji ttgenst~ein puts this so 

accurately: 

"Eve'ry judgerr£nt 'of rela'tive ~.lo.lue is a ITlere state"'; 
ment of fac'ts and cem therefore be put in Sl1.ch a 
for~ that it loses all the appearance of a jUd~ement 
of value~ .• although all judgements of relative value 
can be ShOHD to be T'12rC ~:t:atements of facts, no 
S +"'i-e'''''''~n+- 0-1= .c"'~t c~n o"er 'h"" "-'r l'm'~ly '" J'n~lgemO>l't _O ..... _j.~I.:;,:;.. ... L. .,!.. J..~ .... \..o 0 .. "':"'V-ft JoVt.:::..." \.... i...J Clo UU '.,-_J. 

of a:bsolute vcllue. n2 

In this way, Foot is also preaching a form of individualism, 

or liberalism (i.e., another conventional form of morality). 

2) The consequences of (1), above is that she ultimately adopts 

1"£'1oro.1 ,P-,rgumcnts" ,p. 512. 
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a form, albeit a strange form, of utilitarianism. :As she 

herself says: 

"A decision for, or against utilitarianism does not 
commit one to any particular position with regard 
to intuitionist, emotivist, or naturalistic theories 
of ethics, and similarly intuitionists, emotivists 
and naturalists are equally free to accept or reject 
the principle of utility."1 

But more cynically, ,ve might say of both Hare a:r.l.d Foot: 

"Just try scratching the surface of any up-to-the 
minute Oxford philosopher and you may find that 
he is nothing but a simple utilitarian underneath.,,2 

Her position as a Utilitarian, adopting the same vie .... , 

of man as Hobbes as "nasty, vicious, brutish", is made clear 

by her view of justice. 3 Attacking the Platonic conception of 

justice, she attempts to prove that man only submits to justice 

in so far as it pays for him in the long run to do .d. so,. - Short-

term benefits being sacrificed for long-term ones, the tradi-

tional utilitarian doctrine, comes to mind, as does Hobbes' com-

pa,ct formed out of mutual fear for the .establishment of society. 5 

lTheories of Ethics, p.IS. 

2Henry B. Veatch, Rational ~ifan, Indiana University 
Press, Bloomington, 1962, p.189. 

3This state~ent could be taken as implying that Hobbes 
was a Utilitarian. This is as may be. It is true that Hobbes' 
vie'." of the end' for man as self-preservation opened the door for 
John Locke's rights for man being based on "comfortable self­
preservation." It is, moreover, Hobbes~ emphasis on the rights 
of man that marks him as the instigator of liberalism--see Leo 
Strauss' Natural Righ~ and Histori, Chapter 5. 

4"Moral Beliefs", pp.99-l04. This interpretation of 
Foot I have recently abandoned, although cf. D.Z. Phillips: 
"Does it Pay to be Good?", P.A.S., 1964-65. 

5See Ibid., pp.102 and 103. 
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Finally, I should like to make a purely personal 

observation that having vJorked through the problems involved 

in this thesis I have come to realise that since questions 

of relative value bear no relation to those of absolute 

value, these latter remain quite untouched by anything that 

can' be said either by me or by the greatest of philosophers. 

Indeed, by Tt!orking through this thesis 1 I have come to under-

stand more fully the follm·ling propositions from ~1i ttgenstein' s 

Tractatus. 

j 6.52 N'e feel that even when all 'possible scientific questions 
have been ansv'lered, the problems of life remain complete­
ly untouched. Of course there are then no questions left 
and this itself is the answer. 

6.521 The solution of the problem of life is seen in the 
vanishinq of the problem. 

6.54 My propositions serve as elucidations in the follovdno 
'\tlay: anyone \·rho understands me eventually recognises 
the~ as nonsensical, when he has used them--as steps-­
to climb up beyond the:r.t. (He must, so to speak, throw 
away the ladder after he has clilnbed up it.) 

(Is not this the reason why those who have found, 

after a lonq pe,riod of doubt that 'the sense of life became 

clear to them, have then been unable to say vlhat constituted 

that sense?) 



HORAL PRlr-JCIPLES 

Of moral principles Hare writes: 

~If we were to ask of a person 'What are his moral 
principles?' t~~ ~a~ in w~ich we could be most sure 
of a true answer ·would be by studying ':lhat he did. 
H ".I. t' f"' 't' --'----. • e mlgn~, . a De sure, pro ess In DlS conversatlon 
all sorts of moral principles, which in his actions 
he completely disregarded; but it would be >'ihen, 
knowIng all the relevant facts of a si t.uation f he 
\<7as faced >'J.i th choice!3" or decisions between al ter-
nate ans':Jers t~o the qu.estion '\'Jhat sha.l1 I do?' that 
he 00uld reveal in what principles of conduct he 
really believed. The reason why actions are in a 
peculia.r '".flay revelatory of moral principles is that ._ 
the function of moral principles is to guide conduct.n~ 

Because mo~al discourse is prescriptive, i.e., its function is 

to 9uide conduct I those principles ·to i,;hich '~7e adh~re bv actinq 
'. ~ .-

upon them are universal prescriptions in a disguised form. 

Because they c.re prescriptions ·they are intimately connec·ted 

>-lith action--obeying a cornrnand, for example, consists in 

acting upon it~ disobeying a con~and consists in not acting 

lIpan i>c, or act.ing·in contradiction to it. Unlike co:ri:unands, 

hovwver: moral principle,~ aTe univ'2rs 0.1 in character. By ad-· 

heri:n.g ~tC) a moral l)yinciple,. I a.m. unj~vex.~5alisip...g tha·t ma.;ciIll 

to mankind J_n genera.l; more precisely t.o those that find 

themselves in such c:irCUTLlstanc8s: 

----_._--------, 
p.l. 

11 



"To ask whether I ought to do A in these circum­
stances is (to l.:)OrrO·V'1 Kantian J.an~ruagevli th a small 
though important modification) to ask whether or 
not I 'ilill thc,·t the doing 1 .... in such circumstance.s 
should become a uni versctl la~'l. III 

Ha.re I hm',7ever I has some difficulty in shor,.,d .. ng hOv1 evaluative 

judgements in general (including moral judgements) differ 

from those corrnnands tha.t pJ":im,: facie \'101..110. be considered as 

universal. He is required to dis tinguish between the tl-vo 

because he does not wish to be considered as reducing moral 

judgements to impera'cives. 2 Hare states that it is 

"almost impossible to frame a proper universal in 
the impera'ti ve mood. 113 

Ye·t it is not clear tha:t slJ,ch commands as .n Render t.ono man 

evil for evil" or I1Thou shalt honour thy father a.nd thy 

mother Tl an:~ not in fact universal. If this "\'18reso the 

distinction bebleen moral and evaluative jucl.gen~ents on the 

one' hand and comrnands on the other would break down. Hare 

12 

finds his way out of this by making it analytic that commands 

are not universal because unlike universa.l indicatives or 

evaluative judgcmen'cs f v78 do not issue commands about the 

pas"t. Wherec;s the in::Ucative statement, liA,11 mules are 

harren u is true of aii mules, pas'c,present and fu·tnre, a 

command is only applica.ble to the future. 4 'Hare can now 

incorporate value-judgements into prescriptive language and 

at the same time disJcinguish betr.-Jeen them and cormnands--a 

--'------. ._-----------.-_._----------------.. _---
1 1 • ~ 70 ID~., p. • 

31) . ~ 
_~.t p.177. 

2 See I b i c~~., p p . 17 2 , 7 3 • 

p.187. 
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distinction which we make in ordina~y language, and hence one 

't-Jhich Hare must needs t2ke in to account. 1 

To return to moral principles--they are used both 

as guides or imperatives to actionanc1 also as support or 

justification for evaluative jridgements. All evaluative 

judgements, whilst overtly particular, make reference to a 

universal standard or principle for judging those objects t.hat 

are being evaluated. 2 'l'hus a universal principle that anS,<'lers 

t.h(~ question 1l~'Jhat shall I do?" also acts, in conjunction 

·vli ·th a factual statement about the particular ob.j ect being 

evaluated, as support for a moral judgement. 

"If we take it that, as I shall show later, a piece 
of g'enuinelY evaluative moral. reasoning mU$t have as 
i ts end·~pr()duct an irnperative of the form I Do so-arld­
so I i·t £0110\'75 tl1a·t its principles mus t be of such 
a kina: that Tile ca.n deduce such particular inperativ:es 
from them, in conjunction vvith factual minor prerniscs."3 

Since Hare makes it· analytic that a genuine evalua··tive judge-

,1 
ment entails a.n imperative liDo so and SOU'" and since 

111'10 imperative conclusion can be va.lidly c.rai,-Jn frcm 
a s~t of premises which does not contain at least 
one iw.perative,,5 

it. follo'ds analytically that a universal moral prlnci"ple is an 

imperative. It cannot be factual, since then it T",ould not, \\7hen 

conjoined i,;i th o. further statement: of fac·t, entail an impera-~ 

-1-" .... l ve. Nor can it be self-evident, since: 

lIb~,£., pp.180--181. 2See ~~ld" pp.129, 134-6~ 

3Ibid., p.39. pp.164, 16D-70. 

5Ibi'2:.or p.28. 



"Suppose that we were faced, for the first time with 
the question 'Shal1 r nO\'.7 say vThat is false?' and 
had no pas·t decisions, either of our OirHl or of other 
people, to gU1Ci.e us. tIm" should \Ve then decide the 
question? Noi surely from a self-evident general 
pr.inciple, 'Never say 'what is false', for if we could 
not decide even \·!hether to say what was false in 
these particular circumstances, hovT could ~'le possibly 
decide '¥"l1ether to say i,vnat was false in innumerable 
circumstances 'whose details ~'Jere ·t.otally unknmvn to 
us, save in this re.spec·t, that they ,,'Tere all cases of 
saying what was false?"l 
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We nm-] have a schema v!hereby a particular moral judge-

ment entailing an imperative liDo XII is deduced (logically) 

from a universal moral principle, 'I.'111ich is a disguised 

imperative; conjoined ,,'lith a true factual statem,ent a.bout X. 

If questioned about the universal principle i t.seJf, I subsume 

it within a further universa.l principle (e.g., !!Do X itlhen yll) 

which, together with a further true statement about X, entails 

the originaJ. principle. It is in ·this iilay that such principles 

can be supported until we are finally forced back'to an ultimate 

moral principle v7hich ',,7e sirr.ply prescribe universally. 

Foot's cas~ against H~re on moral principles is that in 

general he supplies a. model for such principles 'I.vhere no such 

general account 'can be giyen. Because those concepts with which 

a philosopher dea.ls are peculiarly general r the criteria for 

which he is asked can be quite mistaken because he entertains 

an anS 1:-ler for the \,\Trong type of questic'n··-·the kind of question 

that is in place when a biologist is asked "What is a horse?" 

----------"----
lIbid.! p.40. 



or an art cri tic "I'Jhat is trag-('";dy,.?ttl but is not. answerable in 

connexion Tdi th those concepts that are considered to be the 

domain of the philosopher: 

"It seems that the philosopher is asked for criteria 
when it is a matter of somethingrilhich is in a special 
".Jay hard to get:. at. Hhat I Hant to say is -that: this 
elusiveness is sometimes si~f:;ly the resul t of asJ.dng 
'~-Jhat is x1d

. 'or some variant on it, and that. in other 
cases (of which the question about moral principles 
is an example) the same kind of confusion is apt to 
creep into i-lhat can be a legi tinate inquiry. III 

'1'0 ltlhich she adds: 

lilt is alw~ys possible that •• ~some of our philosoDhical 
problems may arise because we keep before our eye~ 
something general instead oisomething specific ••• we 
mlJ.st ••• get rid of the artificial construction which 
has been put before us under this heading [of moral 
principles] .2 

15 

This is apparent, Foot holds I if t;1e compare those expressions 

,;,!nich \-le ordinarily make use of in connexion i:J.i th moral 

principles like III don I t really knmv what his rnoral principles 

are" or IIBis moral principles are quite misguided" and Hare's 

account in the pCl.ssage be lot;,)' : 

"'l'here are t",·w factors i.'lhich may be involved in the 
making of any decision to do something. Of these, the 
first r:~ay at any rate b"leoretically be' absent; the 
second is a1\-;o.ys present to some degree. They corres­
pond to the major and minor premises of the .l:I.ristotelio.n 
pra.ctical sy 11ogisTi1. The i).1.aj or p:r'emise is a principle 
of conduct, the minor premise is a statement, more or 
less full l of i,'i'hat we should in fact be doing if 'VlC cliO. 
one or ot_h~~r of the alternatives open t.o us. .Thus, if 
I decide not to say something because it is false, I 

._----------._-------_.-
11l~·Jhen is a J:~rinciple a Eoro.l Principle?", Proceedinqs 

of the l':.ristotelian Society ~ Supplement.o.ry Volume XXVIII-;'--~-
0-"9-5 J:r-;-·p·:~rT:----------·-

2 , . 
lOla., pp.97,9B. 



am acting on a principle 'Never say wha.t is false l 

and I must know that this 1 \'lhich I am "'lOndering 
whether to say, is false."1 

Thus, Foot says: 

"It is quite clear that this is not an account. of a 
moral principle as the notion appeared in the examples 
which I quoted; there ~ve ~'lere not speaking of this 
particular element or factor involved in decisions 
about Ivhat to do. \'Jhen "'de said that it ""as a matter 
of moral principle that such and such should be done 
surely "'lhat_ He mean't vIas simply that it'Nas something 
that ought to be done. Hhen we said that '<.tIC did not 
kno'<.tl much about a man I.S moral principles ·we did not 
mean that we were unable to list his general rules I 

but simply that 'we '.:lCre not C3.ble to say when he would 
think a thing right or ';-?rong." 2 
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By asking the general question lIv~ha't is a moral princi--

ple?" Hare holds, as we have seen, that a principle is involved 

in the justificaJcion of a moral judgement. Foot, hm'lever, 

que::;tionst.:(Jis: 

"The notion of a principle as a general rule does not 
belong here; and seems to have been imported from other 

, tr~ t'" tJ. ",,' T~;' h ..,,' ~ ~cl- '1 ",71~",·th "'~ con ".x ", e.g., ilOSe, 1n wnl.C. a r:1c ... n 1., c,_, >.8e, ,'d.'=.- He .... 
he subscribes to this or that moral principle. 113 

Since I deal a,t length "\vi tIl the nature of moral argument 

according to both IIare and Foot in Chapter Two, I· do not \vi6h 

to follm; up what she s~ys concerning the way in wh£ch she 

considers T- I liare s a),1alysis dis torts such argument here. Instea.d, 

vlhat is of prime importance at tJlis point is to understand "\vhat 

she says about tho· nature of moral 'princip,les themselves o.nd 

why it is averse to Hare's account. 

IHare, op.ci~.! p.56. 

2Foot, "Whenis a Principle a Moral Principle", p.98. 

3Ib:"::) 
~~I p.lOI~ 
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Ins -tead of considering the general concept of a: moral 

principle and forcing into elat category a distorted version 

of what a moral principle is, Foot concentrates on particular 

instances of moral principles to try and understand what 

characterises these. She takes the extreme case where we 

might say that someone' s moral principle 'das in some sense , . 

strangc--for example, "It is wrong to walk on the lines in 

the pavemen-t" or II I t is wrong to wear brightly coloured clothes II. 
j 

These could be seen as rroral principles: 

nif we suppose a certain background. For instance, 
'one should not wear bright colours' begins t6 look 
as if it might be' a mora.l principle if we think of a 
man \\lith a Quaker outlook f o}~ siIn.ply of one '\I:ho sees 
wearing bright colours as ostentation. ul 

What she means by a "background l1 is no-t imHlcdiately obvious. 

It vlOuld seem; hO'(deVer, that in opposition to Hare 'she 'holds 

tha.t moral principles. are subsumed not wi thin further r more 

general principles which result from ele decisions or choices 

of the individual agent, but: 

lIit is so often a concept rather than a superior 
principle~Yhi c11 turns some odd-sounding principle 
into somethinq that we can understand enouah to call 
it a moral principle~ We are often right fa feel 
that \\1e do not. really know 'ii/hat a man' s_ moral prin­
ciples are until we are supplied with a concept of 
this kind., and for this reason l.lnderstanding whaJc 
s,?meonc says ab,?ut v.;hat is riSTht and itlrOng is not 
lJ.ke utlders t.ancllng an order. 114.. 

Thus, instead of a universal rule subsuming IIDon't wear bright 

colours" wi thin it:, "·tie havc: 

------.. -----"'-"------~.-----, '---. --.---
lIbid., p.105~ ? 11 : ,} - _E:.::.:: ... \1. I p. 108. 



"a description rather than a rule, and VIe may falsify 
the pictl!-re in trying to turn one into the other." l 

It is not that such a person brings the 'wearing of bright 
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colours under the principle "Don't be ostentatious", but that 

he believes wearirig bright colours is ostentatious. What 

Foot is attempting to shm,; is that certain descriptions do 

entail evaluations. \'Jhilst she would not deny, I think, that 

"ostentatious" is an evaluative word in Hare's sense,2 she 

denies that in order for an evaluative term to occur in the 

conclusion of an argument it is necessary to have a pre-

scription as one of the premises. Hence, she is implicitly 

attacking Hare I s vieiY that genuine ev'aluat,ive judger[lents are 

only entailed by imperatives, \\7hich, we remember, Hare made 

analy-lically true. By doing so, it is quite possible that he 

misrepresents ordinary usage which he claims to be inv~stigat-

ing. To be in a posi'tion to knml "·lhether Foot is successful in 

her attack on Hare, it is necessary to further explicate her 

notion of Em "intelligible background ll
• 

Only if the "background ll of beliefs supporting a moral 

principle is und,;;rstandable, can a principle be called C1. moral 

principle~ v'-Jlla:t precisely Foot mearis here is b(~st unders~cood 

by considering the reasons she gives for rejecting "It 'is wrong 

to vialk on the l.ines on the pavement ll as a -candidate for a 

moral principle. She is at pains to say that it is not because 

such a principle is so very different from any that she holds. 

1 \,. '1 
-E'~· , p.105. 2 See Hare, 9~cit. ,pp.l16-21. 
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This 'i;'Jould be simply to opt in favour of her O'.-1n moral code> 1 

According to Hare's analysis f of course, provided that. the 

person holding the principle prescribed it (and any more general 

principle under which it was subsumed) then it would certainly 

qualify as a moral principle. Even Foot does not deny that 

it is logically possible for tbere to be a background, in her 

oHn sense, to such a principle--for examl:)le, the person could 

hold that short, sharp movements vlere to be made 'iilherever 

possible. However, she holds that since such a remark would 

be unintelligible or meaningless, it woul.d. not justify lilt is 

wrong to 'iiTalk on the lines in ·the paverr.ent" as e. moral p'rinciple. 

That is, from the statement "Short, sharp movements are to be 

made vJherever possiblel!, iiTe could not come t·o an understanding 

of how the person rnaking the statement \-lould bl.en use the moral 

terms "right!! and "wrong", and hf"nce could not understand his 

conception of right and wrong. 7:" , .• ., h' 1 
r'.S sucn, &!:y prlnClp.LeS W lCl1 

he might adopt as a result of such a statemenf would. be unihtel-

ligible for the same reasons--we should have no criteria for 

the Hay in "lhich he \Vas using the evaluative terms used in such 

a principle. 'I'his is noi: at <3.11 clear. ]~fter all I Hare ,,;ould 

reply that ';Ie do ha.ve sufficient crit:eria. for unders·tanc'..ing a 

man's conceptions of right and wrong in this case, precisely 

because they are subsumed within a further universal pririciple 

"It. is ""Jrong t.O perform short .•. sh2.rp move:ments" upon v.Jhich he 
_ .. ....;;.."..,.,_ .. _ • .o.--....~ __ .. ___ :~ ___ . ___ . __________ _ 

lef. "Moral Arguments", p.5l2. 



is willing to act. Foot's reasons for rejecting Hare's 

a.ccount are fairly simple; 

nIt must be supposed, for instance, tha.t if r,'!e describe 
a man as being for or against certain actions, bring­
ing them under universal rules for himself and think­
ing himself boune. to urge them on other's', r,'le shall be 
able to identify them as moral principles, whatever 
the content of t.lle pd.llciple at which he stops .-.-r-r-
(My i tali"cs)' "~"< 

To vlhich she adds here: 

"And yet iilhen. vIe try to build up an example f saying 
thai!: t.he man Hho though·t one should not \ilalk on the 
lines said that short steps 'dere good f as were short 
sharp movements and changeabili ·ty in general, '/\7e get 
nowhere. Hmvever much "le suppose ·that he recoIT'.rnene.s 
such movements we do not fill in the background we 
need in order. to see the principIa 'don't tread on 
the lines in the pavement' as a moral principle. n2 

The background we do need, Foot suggests, in such cases is 
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one'.-1hc:trc there is a connex.ion bet'tl':::en the uses of the terms 

in a moral principle and what are ordinarily called virtues 

and vices. There are hO\'l8ver, tl,'l0 provisos placed on this 

statement by Foot: 

"Words such as 'good' mo.y al'i"!c',ys be extended in their 
aoolicatfon beyond any class of actions to which they 
h~~eheen atta~h~d, a;d yet the extension is not to ~e 
arbi tT.ary. These two concH tions together lea.d to a 
restriction on the range of applications which can 
give us moral principles."3 

As a result: 

-------- -_._-------_.-
IIbid., p .. 512. 

2';v'Jhen is a Principle. a Horal Principle?", p.l06. 

'3Ibic1_, pp.I07,108. 



"Only certain applic~tions of 'good' can he admitted 
in moral conte~t~, because only these 'can be under-

t ..:l' th . 1.-..' -,7 "1 S OOu ln e rlgllt ~ay. 

Clearly Foot does not wish to say that moral codes 

and the ~eaning of moral words cannot change; yet at the 
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same time she "vishes to deny that they can be changed at will., 

and ""ri th no regar'd for tho~;e concepts "7hich are convenJcionally 

regarded a.s linked to F\oral \'Jords by their meaning Ii. e. , 

virtues and vices. No "ba.ckgrounc1 of intelligibili ty" is 

provided by the ordinary concep-tions of rig}lt and I.'nong for 

such a principle as "It is wrong to walk on the lines in the 

pavement" o~ the stat~ment "Short sharp movements are wicked", 

because frOB a corrbination of both the principle ~.nd the 

statement used to support it is not possible for us to 

knc)'~'1 \7ha.t other things <'J.n a.c1."voc2te\.'TOulc1 cell.l "right" or 

IIwrong" . In Foot's terms I the follo\ving is not possible "7hereby 

"we c'an go 0::1 from the examples he has given us, even,. 
if we would not ourselves call the same things goOd.R~ 

HO':l could a·· person advocating I! It is '"irong to I'lalk on the lines 

in the paveroent" support it in an intelligible (to us) way? 

Resorting, as Hare would have it, to a further universal 

principle like l1r"lovements that are a. strain on one f s muscles 

ought to be avoided" are of little use, and ';-Tould tend to 

shm-/' t.:.hat the person hac..': misunderstood \:'lhat a rnoral principle 

"t";as • It certainly may be wrong for a person to strain his 

. muscles if, for example, he has 2. 'weak heart~ But: it is r;.ot 

.------...... ---.--.~--. ------,--_. 
p.107. 
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morally wrong for him to do so. Alternatively, resorting to 

a statement li}-;:e "By not \YJ.lking on the lines in the pavement 

I am sa.ving my mother I slife" Vle have here a factual belief, 

whicb t if shown to be falSe would lead to the abandonment of 

the principle (assuming its advocate to be rational). However, 

as Foot sho':7s in "f·'Ioral Beliefs 11 I in such a case it is not 

the avoidance of the lines that he regards as morally virtnous, 

b 1 . fl'~ 1 u t t1e s c.vlng 0.. L[e. Thus, when pushed back far enough, 

the advocate of such a principle holds t,"'-1ere to be a connexion 

bebleen human well-being and what he is doing when acting upon 

the principle. We seem then to have provided a backgr9und to 

the principle' "It is vJrong to 'tdal;~ on the lines in ·the pave-

ment" 'i,7hich 'i'1ill satisfy Foot's mTn criteria (Le., that thf-~ 

person holding it regards there to be a connexion between the 

use of the evaluative terms within it and human well-being). 

Yet she herself says of the principle: 

Itvle. cannot see how [i·I:] .•• could be a H10ral principle un­
less we can fill in Jche kind of be>.ckground 'I'dhich allO'.'1s 
us to understand the principle I and some eXclmples defeat 
us.!!2 

It, however, does not appear to be one of these. 

This is not o. contradiction in l;'oot's thought, for 

her talk of a "background" is merely a sugsres·tion th.at. unless 

~ve make certa.in assumptions abou.t t.he '(:7ay in ,,"hich a man 

connects his use 6f moral terms with further conc~pts like 
_____ .... ~'-___ ._ ... __ .. "'_.. _____ ......... ___ ~_ ........ ___ ~.~ __ .~ __ __.. ___ -.c..&_..-.. _ ........ _ ......... _., ............ __ ... 

lSee belmv, in Cha:vter 3. 

2 1l \'Yhen is 2. Principle a ~)Ioral Principle?" I p.1I0. 
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.. .',.' '. , . slncer1ty, ostentatJ_on, nom::!sty, ,lDt.CgrJ_ty,.L etc., then we c~re 

unable to understand what he proclaims as "Moral principles". 

It' it 'i,vere sho\·m that a man holding the principle II It is '.vron'g 

to "'7alk on the lines of the pav(~ment" believed that he ",,,as sav-

ing someone t s life by doing so I in the V1D.-Y suggested above, or 

';vas in some other ''\'lay helping somebody else, then it would cer--

tainly qualify as a moral principle. Ordinarily, ho,trever, such 

a background is not one that we supply for this principle 2 unlike 

for example, lilt is 'i,vrong to starve 6ne I s children." !-1oreover I 

it is not a particularly j_nteresting case because v-le conla ShO'tl 

by rational means that it~ advocate was mistaken in believing 

that he 'das saving somcone's 'life by acting upon it. Assuming. 

he were rational, and we were able to shG~ him that he was mis-

taken in ho],ding such beJief~, he would no longer retain ~he 

'principle as a moral principle. 

vThat Foot has succeeded (to a point) in showing is tha-t 

merely because som'2one makes certain choices 1 commends certD..in 

th.ing~" or pr(~scribes sornctning universally 1 does not enable us to 

infer that 1 • De 1S holding certain moral principles. For 

.this to bE': true 1 he mus't subsume t.hose principles \'1i thin furt_her 

-beliefs clbout human wc1:fa.r-e, harm r' e-tc·.As a r-esul t; only some 

putative principles can be called moral principles. This is a 

theme to ';'7hic11 1 as' Ide sl"ali see 1 Foot continually returns. 3 

lSee Ibid.., p.108, and cf. IINoral .l',rg-ument,s" I p.Sl1. 

2~) e.~.'. Tb' i - '- ~., p.llO. 

.... h . ~. . . 1 ] ~ -1-' t f .)~·L at. Ol.si.:lnguls.12S mora _ rrom O .... nel' vpes 0 conven-
tional rules is elo(}uE.~ntly explcd .. ned by Glenn Langford, "F.ules 1 

Nora.l Eules a.nd the ::-3ubj ects of HorCll Pn:~6icat_es '.1, Proceedings of 
th~_~:?}-sto!:.:~lia12 ~:;.?.s:~~~~.Y> (19G8"-G9), especially pp:-19t1-198:-'--·· .. · 



· CH1\P'I'ER 2 

Hare r S account of morell argument results directly 

from his Vim-I of Tllora.l principles, and the syl1ogist.ic nature 

of the justification of moral judgements. 1\5 such, it is 

intimately bound up with these views upon which I hope to have 

shed some li~ht in the proceeding chapter. In her article 

I!Noral l\rguments Ill, Foot at.t.acks both HClre I s accoun.t of moral 

argument and also that held by the emotivists, most particularly 

C.Ir. Stevenson. It is upon thisattabk that I wish to concen-

trate in this chapter, and_to evaluate the strength of her 

arguments and the inplications i..:he~r themselvE;s have upon ·the 

nature of moral argument. But first of all it is necessary 

to understand precisely ~~lat Foot is attacking. 

'i·\Jha.t Hare I 5 a.nd Stevenson I 5 vievis have in common is 

their assertion that. a so-called lIbreak0.ovrn point" occurs in 

moral argUJ1.1ent \<lhich does not occur in c:rgm,lsnts of an' einpirical 

nature. Because no (set of) factual statements entail (a set 

of) evaluative state.men"t:::,( it is in the nature of moral arguIneI'.t 

that two disputants nay reach a point "\vhere their hlO positions 

aloe irreconcila.ble because:,; each has adopted different moral 

principles upon , .. "hich the; II evidence" of the other has no e ffec·t. 

67, (1958) . 
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Indeed t as Foot says elscvlhere 1 according to this theory I 

ei ther of the follmling positions is pos.sible: 

"(1) Some individual may, without logical error, 
base his beli~fs about matters of value entirely 
on premises which no one else would recognise as 
giving any evidence at all [and] 
( ?) ttl ...,;- gl" "fren tn' ,.,.. 1'-J" nd OT "'~-a+-c>""""n'!- T'11"'1" C 11 ot'neT __ J. 0. ..... , . " t:..... . .. .:.: J'o. ~_ _;::;) l. .............. l .. t..:.: _, u... •.. L ,J, ._ 

people count as evidence for an evaluative con­
clusion, he may refuse to dra',,, the conclusion 
because this does not count as evidence for him."l 

Foot I S aim is to question the assurr.ptions: upon ';'lhicn such 
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theories of moral argum~nt rest. Since p as we have noticed, 

Foot I S theory of ethics is very r:lUch a reaction to Hare, I 

shall follo';v her in her concent.ration UpOl1l. refutation of his 

arguments in particular. 

For Stevenson, as a Positivist, ]Jftoral language is 

creative, and hence merely expresses, or evinces, the speaker's 

taste or preference. Unlike c:cuder forms of Posi ti vism, such 

as Ayer' s in tl1e-first edition of Language, Tru"ch ~nd Lo_qic f 

Stevenson does not deny t~la't value-juc1ge~ents in general have 

descrip,tive content, or cognitive meaniTilI~R, and hence rule them 

out of court as "meaningless", but asserits that: 

IITheir rna.jor use is not to indicate facts, but· to 
crea.te aT'. influence •••• They recornme:lll,B: an in'terest in 
an obiect rather than state that the inte~est already 

" - II ") eXlsts. <-

The emotivc meaning of' a ,,'lord; ,·,hich i.s "ccn"crasted' to its co-g-

ni tive Flcaning 1 is its tendency ,to prodllc.€ affect,ive responses 

------.-~-.• ---,--., •. -~ ... ------~,--.--.---'~.-. --------~-.-------
llll"1oral Beli.ef~;" I Proccedi.2?9S of. the ~~!:ote1ic.tn 

Soc.ie'ty (l958-59} I p~84. 

2Pacts and Values, New Haven and London: Yale Univer-
S ".I.." +--:'.' I) ·,·:e s-;;---10, ?-'--3 ;;-,"6----.. --..... :: .. _- .~, _ ... , ... , ,L---'"'" 
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in the hearer, and to be used as a result Qf affective states 

in the speaker. It is because they express the speaker's 

ati:i tudes or feelin~rs I and attempt to change those of his 

audience that ethical Vlords have a "dynamic influence". In 

contrast, cognitive or descriptive meaning expresses the 

speaker's beliefs. Moral discourse, therefore, i~ primarily 

not informative, but influential; it may modify beliefs indi~ 

dentally, but attitudes primarily.' As regard~; moral argument, 

although Stevenson speaks of "giving reasons" for a particular 

moral jUdgement, and of the "influence" made in moral argument, 

because there is a causal aho. not a logical relati·on beblcen 

beliefs, expressing facts, and attitudes, evincing values 

"Under the name of 'valic1i ty I he to. t.heorist] v'Till be 
selecting those influences to ~~lich he is psycholo~i­
cally disposed to give assen t -and Ferha~)s inducinq 
others to give a's~milar assent to them.!!l 

The :t:ules of .lI validity l' of mer·al argurnen·t. i/lill be the effec-' 

t.i veness of the e.rnoti ve '\'Iords use(l--'-~'ihether the causal relation 

between beliefs and attitudes, which exists on the speaker's 

side can be affected in those with whom he is disagreeing. 2 

Because of the e;oo..o·tivist.' s view of rno:r:al discourse, any ·atteinp·t 

at rationali·ty in'mqral argu[[lent: is impossible, since all 

va 1 ue- j udgsT0.en ts (Le" evp--"~ 5 i nne "'. __ .L ~.c;",. __ v_ .;:;; of taste) will be relative. 

There is no possible appeal to any If absolute;' set of values 

lEthics and Lanquaq2 I Ne'i'T Haven a .. nd London: Yale Univer'­
sity Press,1944;-p.171:-----

2See particularly £'i:~!:..:::--=""'=-r.:.?..:...va!~~~.~1 Chapter III 1 IIPer­
suasive Definitions". 
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since these 1/dll be simply one set of preferences among many.l 

All. that is r:equirec1 for a breakdmm in moral arglJ.ment to 

occur is for the tr';lO disputants to have differen·t attitudes 

casually connected to the same beliefs. 'l'hus, because factual 

statements do not entail evaluative ones, even cOElplete agree-

ment in beliefs -,dill not ensure agreer:~ent in att.i tude, since 

. any evaluative conclusion· ivhatsoevcr ,:iill be lo.g~cally consis-

tent with the agreed upon factual statements. Ewotivism, in-

deed, does mray vyi th the possibility of rationali ty in moral 

argurnent, and even tries to do a\\lay v.Jith such argument alto-

gether--]\.yer asserts ·that moral arguments usually resort; 

except in the case above, to disagreement over the truth or 

relevance of certain factual statements. This is the attraction 

of Hare's account--that p:d.ma-. fa.cie it retains the not10n of 

rationality in moral argument. 

We have seen that Hare, like Stevenson, asserts there 

to bc no logical relation bet'.veen statements of fact and 

evaluative statements. F'or Hare also, 

"Nothing is laid dow~ in the meaning of 'good' to 
connRct it with one piece of 'evidence l rather than 
another. ,,2 

Em'lever, unlike Stevenson I he escapes talking of "evidence II 

and "rules of validity" where no rules of inference exist by 

treating moral arg'uments as having a syllo<::ristic nature. 

lSee belo',l, Chapte:r: 3 of thi s ·thesis. 

2F'00'~ "l~nral B'el~ef~1I T) Rd L. ! .0,-" _ __ .,J '. ~l. .. _..;.; , .,\) 0 ..... 



.Moral juc1~fcm~~nts I \vhilst overtly pa:r:ticular ("Ee is a good 

man") ,make reference to a more general standard which the 

objects being evaluated (in this case, men) are requi~ed to 

meet in order to be c~lled IIgooc1 I1
•

1 Hare asserts that a 

particular evaluative judgement is a conclusion from a 

universal standard or principle for judging the object in 

question, conjoined with B.statement of fact about the 

particular ohject being evaluated. Thus, to use a moral 
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example I VIe have a practical syl10gi~m of :the follov7ing form: 

Major Premise: All men ~~lO take care of their family are 

morally good. 

l·:Iinor Premise: This man takes care of his fai1.1ily. 

Conclusion: He is a rt1.orally good man. 

Hare can therefore provide deductive rules for moral argument 

This much 

has t:.o be granted to' hir'--that ii1 the ~!lake of the POSl tivist 

attack upon the possibili.ty of t.he justificat.ion of moral 

judgements, he apparently provides for t-h.e rationality of moral 

argument. A'particu~ar moral judgement will.only be logically 

entailed by a universal moral principle and a statement of 

fact. 3 Beco.use TI'.oral judgements r by their nature provide a 

reason for action, they must. be prescriptive, a.s nmst. the 

universa.l principle of which it i.s an instance. 

88>;:: 

2See 

3 ..... .J::.L­
~ < 

Penguin 

Ibl··~' Ch -p-1-=r ., _"".20-; .. 1.(..:1. ... : ... 'lo,..oV ...).: 

P.lI. NCy,',oll··Srrd.tl:·l, ~~thi~/' 
Books: 1954, p.309. 

Earm:11.ondsworth I Middle-
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D~fficulties arise, however, as Foot is quick to point 

out:,';'7l1en justificGl.-tion is required for the univ~rsa.l moral 

principle itself. When qUGstioned, for exa.mple, about "\.'lhy 

morally good men take care of their families, a person need 

only supply anothc';r argument of the same form ';vi th a further 

exposed moral principle. The position that may fina.lly be 

arrived at ~ill be one Where either one o~ the-parties will 

be forced back to a universal moral principle which he will 

simply assert whilst the other pflrty denies it (e.g . . "The duty 

of all men is to look after the welfare of all of those with 

\vhom they are. acquainted. II). lI.ccording- to Hare's analysis, 

every moral argument contains such an ucdefended universal 

moral principle .. 'J:'hus I C'c person cannot be accused. of not giving 

reasons for the principle to which he as ultimately forced 

back, provided th0t he consis~ently opposes the argu~ents 

proferred by his opponents as bRsed upon universal moral prin­

ciples v-lhich he simply does not. accep:t. Stemrning from such 

unaccepted principles, their arguments ~'l.ill not be relevant 

to the position which he is defending. 1 We seernto have a 

po:::;i tion lihere a breakdo~.vn has occurred, despite the appccrent 

rationali ty of moral argunent.. Em'l is this so? 

T.11e concep·t of uni verso.lise.bili ty, vlhen::by a particular 

moral judgement is related to a universal standard or principle 

is well explained in the words of Jonatho~ Bennett: 



"Hare clearly intend~ the the.sis in this way-":'that 
anyone '17110 rnakes a specific iTlOFal judgement· shall 
under challenge be able to pl~oduce a un_iversal 
principle _'-"hiGh .has the appropria-te logical rela-­
tions idiththe specific judgement and about \rihich 
he can honestly claim (a) that he does nOH accept 
the principle and (b) that he does nOv1 regard the 
specific judgement as one which he makes only be­
cause he accepts the principle. l'1e miqht. sum. this 
up by saying that the universalisabili ty thes-ls 
:does not demand that it- systern of moral judqc!TIeiits 
be readied by r2;tional steps-;-but it does deTi'!.and -
-tIiaJc'ai1~ls p c2!i1 i c-mor:a~l~ j udgelner:F-be---;-at""'le a.s t -:r n 
:iheory 1 r-atio~1alisa:ETeon--Cie!1and. rry- (By TtafI"C:s") 

The appropriate logical relation that a universal principle 

is to have v1i th a particu] ar moral judgement is, as we have 

seen 1 that the principle toge-ther t:Ji th some true staternent 
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about the non,-moral charact:eris-tics of the person or si tua-tion 

being judged logically entail the particular moral judgement. 

1m example of this \'lOU] d be the practical SYllogism above. 

NmJ I the quotation from Bennett I s art.icle makes it clear vihy 

Hare's account of moral argument, whilst it ~aintains that 

such argnrnent is rational, at the sO.me tiDe allO\"s for a 

breakdown to occur. The theo~c:ldemar;ds that a person ,give 

logically adequate reasons for a moral judgement I ~'lhen challen-
. . 

ged, but because no (~et 6f) . factual statem~nts ~bout an action 

or state of affairs entail an evaluative judgement, no party is 

logically obliged to accept one (set of) moral judge:rn.ents (on) 

the situation, and a fortiori is not logically obliged to 

accept one specific universal morai principle~ Whilst evalua-

tive judgcDentsare unlike expressions of taste in that we 

----------- -----_._------_._---
(1960) • 



can give logically adequate reasons· for making them, never-

theless,' G'"le individual is able' to choose l his mvn moral 

principles i 2 neis able <! to commit his ~'iill" to those 

judgements Vlllich. he himself regards as important--he is 

perfectly free to adopt any possible principle as his 0.'111 I 

libero arbi trio. 3 Thus I t'(110 parties agreed on the facts 

concerning a porson's action----'e.g. agreed that i-t \,·ras a case 

of stealing--may make the contrary judgements "He was rigllt 

to steal" and "He ~'las \'lrong to steal". HOVlever, we may ask, 

in·what sense could such arguments be called "rational" when 

the ,agent is able to sift out vJhD .. teveJ:~ evidence appeals to 

him as justifying his paiticular moral judgement? 

"What is it to be rational? It is a necessary con­
cU tion of rationali ty thcJ.t a man shall formulate 
his beliefs in such a way as to make clear what 
evidence would be evidence against them, and that 
he lay hir;'(self open to cri tlcisn1anc1 refutation 
in the light of any possible objection. But to 
foreclose on tolercJ.l1ce is precisely to cut one­
self off from such criticism and refutation. It 
is to endanger one's .. m'ln. rationa.li ty qravely by 
not admitting one's 0\'711 fallibility. lit!.. 
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But is this not 'precisely what a person is able to do in moral 

argument accorQoing to Hare? One is able r apparen tly, to 

reach an llinvl11:rlerable" position by simply adopti:ng a l1 univer
o
-

IThe Language of Morals, opp.62,71-2, 73; and P.H. 
IT 1 1 S '·t' .. '.l.. ') 0 ;'7 -l'lOHe. ___ flU ° n, op.c-1-t..., p~_, '. 

2The rela-tion bet'iJcen choice and one I s use of evalua­
tive wo~ds will be 60nsidered in Chapter 3. 

3S 0 "'" 0 M FI~re I!Un]'-rol-ro::>ll'S"'b-i'l';-ull' Proce<:\c~l'''as o.c - .. "1:...,; ~' ... J..'J... c~ , ~ ... __ \r"':" .~"";IC4. CL • • J..~ '-.] I ... c,.' .u, .. , ... .L 

the A.ristotelian~ociet~i, (1954-55), pp.303-3 IfC--------o--

4A l as dair I'~aclntyre, ~'~3rc~~1 London: Fontana, Collins ~ 
1970, pp.90-·91. 
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sal moral principle" I "'lhich one consistently defends by refusing 

to accept "eviden,ce" proferred by one's opponents f Vlho have, 

as the basis of the,ir l! arguments n qui te different "universal 

moral principles". Cri ticism, ob:jcctions and refutation are 

simply not an integral part of moral argument. As Geoffrey 

Warnock puts it.: 

"Por you to say that my vie,,, is Vlrong is to say on.ly 
that your position excludes tha.t-v:Ce\1 i for me to 
'argue' that my' viO';J is right is to ShO':'7 only that 
my posi tion includes it. -Ane} there is nothing else, 
on this view, that arguments can do; for there are no 
'reasons' that either party can appeal to independen­
tly of , and so genuinely in sllpport of I his OVlD pre­
scriptions. In this T,r,ray it must inevi t.ably appear to 
Hare tha·t real argument can address itself only to the 
question of consistency."l 

Both Hare's and Stevenson 1 s, accoU1'!.ts assume that 

because there is no logical connection bet1i7cen factual and 

evaluative statements, a person is in a unique position in 

moral argument whore, he may choose what evidence he finds 

relevani: to his O'illD evalu2ltion or an ac'cion or a state-of--

affairs. In any other type of argument, for a man to be in 

a position where what he upholds is invulnerable in the sense 

that opponents cannot coun-leY a judgement to ,,,11ich he has 

been forced back in the COLl,rse of the argument, i,t is necessary 

that he fulfill the following conditions: 

1) He has brought foi\'10.rd evidence "'lhere i·t is needed 

2) He has disposed of any contrary evidence offered by 

oppOnei:1 ts . 

--------,------- ,----------
lCo-l' .... e,....,ncraJ~-· "'oral p'- l' 10'"" """')1-.', Lo''''1on · 1 ~ ,I.::..:, ... ,._,. _)' . l~J _,..... ll, .J_ i.:> \...11: :..t.::L I ,1 ... ·-.;1. _. i!1acmi llc'l.n, 

1967, p. 4~--------------·-'----
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'I'hat Stevenson does not. make such requirements on moral argu-

ment is clear since evaluative statements are no more ,than 

expressions of taste. That Hare does not demand that the tvlO 

conditions be satisfied is·na.de clear in Bennett's article. 

According to Hare, when a man has produced an argument in 

support of a particular moral judgement (e.g. "Jack was wrong 

t() do tho.t lt
), .it is open to hi~; oppol1en·t, if he i,s in c1is-

agreement, to do one of t"'lO thin~js-·-

1) He may disagree l'li th the .truth or relevance of the rEinor 

premise--e.g. disagree that Jack's action was a case of 

stealing. Let us suppose that both disputants are 

agreed that Jack did steal something. 

2) He may dispute the universal moral principle (e.g. 

"Stealing is wrong:' ) by providing a counter--example, 

whete the person-upholding the principle is agreed that 

someone \qas morally justified in st.ealing':"-e. g. to pro-

vide food for his dying mother. Of this second case, 

Bennett says: 

"One impori:ant thing t.o note about this sort of 
argument is that I need never lose it. For in 
each st:ep of the argument, I can adop·t either one 
of bro alternatives: I can deny tha.t your ,qould­
be counter-instance, is a connter--ins tance, saying 
I Yes I that would be vJrong too '; or I can ~c1mi t 
that you have found a counter-instance, and revise 
my rule accordingly. In applying my principle to 
whnt you t:hought Wets a c01..ln-ter-instance to it, I 
may surprise you, but, you cannot 'falsify I any 
expanded univers2::l1 principle which I may produce 
in the face of a genuine counter .... ins·tance." 1 

In~i~., p. 547. 
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There are h01:!8ver I t'>lO ways in \-lhich Bennett says one may be 

said to 1110812" such an argument. In certain instances, ODe 

may be faced wi th choosing between the follm-ling: 

1) One may accept a particular,moral judgement of an action 

described in one of one's opponent's would-be counter-

examples ·"Thieh it "c!l11harasses" one to accept. Thus, in 

order, to hold onto one's original judgernent (,Jack. ""Tas 

\vrong to do that II) one has to II j erry-·~bui lc1 II one I s struc-

ture of co-existing moral judgements, .i.e" one has t.o 

declare as morally relevant the fact that Jack was not 

stealing for altruistic, but for selfish, motives. 'This 

-';'lil1 enable one to prevent the original judgement from 

leading one into'a multitude of unwelcome judgements like 

IIPeople w~o steal in order to provide food for dying· 

dependents are evil". It is not that one can be said to 

have "los~" such an aigunent in this case, but it could 

he said where.one has, to declare some characteristic to 

be morally relevant which one does not honestly regard as 

the fact that it 

was Satur~ay night and he was drunk. 

2) One may expand one's universal moral principle, when forced 

to do so in face of counter·~exarr,ples I by adding to ita 

predicate,:,'hich it "emharasses" one to have t:o admi'c as 

morally relevant, e.g., "It is wrong for a black to steal 

in order to provide food for his dyin6 dcpend8ntsll~1 

lSuch a principle transgresses the conditions for a 
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One's ernbarassement arises from· one's having to allO':'1 

one-' s opponent I s counter-example to stand as a counter-

example ("Em'l about the case of a black stealing for his 

mot_her?lI) , _-;h.:;Llst at the saIne time admitting that one cc:m 

see no qualitative difference betvleen it and the original 

case, which one honestly regards as morally relevant (be-

tween Jack's case of stealing and that of a black). If 

this is the case and I am honest, I shall 1·,-Jithdra';v. the 

original juc.1gexnent, and something <ilill have been learned 

in the course of the argument. 

Unlike Hare, Foot holds that moral argument differs only in 

content and not in ferm from arguments of a factual naturc r 

and hence that the t'\"70 conditions listed above rr,ust he satis-

fied f not allol/7ing the' possibili ty 'Of a person resorting to a 

upiversal moral principle without disposing of contrary 

evidence. To uphold this view, she has to suppose that a logi-

cal relation does holdbe·t'ilcen factl..1al ZLnd evaluative· statements. 

This relation, she says, could be:::: eiUler 

1)' 'l;hatfact.ual premises logic;ally entail evaluative c01191u--

genuine uni vers'al moral principle set out by Hare. Since all 
moral judgernents a.re, to use B.A. Gellner's terminology, lftype 
un valuatioris, or applications of 

nan open rule formulated v'lith the help of only 
propert:y 'dords and variables 1 but of course no 
proper na_mes .•.• (i. e. 1) a rule '\"lholly devoid of 
any personal reference, a rule containing merely 
predicates (descriptions) and logical terms." 

"Ethics and ]~ogic", Proceedinqs of the Aristotelian Society, 
(1954"'55) I pp.1Gl·~163i thus reference .to a llblack in-a----'­
Drincinle is not allo'\;,!ed. This is an accurate representation 
~f Har~. See Alasdair MacIntyre, "What Morality is Not", 
Philosophy, 1958. 
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sions. Despi te the diffieul t_ies 'i-"hich have been found 

in such a view,l Foot denies that the "breakdown theories" 

have disproved the existence 6f such a relation. Or: 

2) That fac-tual premises count as evidence for evaluative 

conclusions, not in Hare's sense whereby a man may choose 

the evidence to support his evaluative conclusion, but in 

,the sense that in virtue 9f the meaning of moral terms: 

"Soroe things do; and some· things do not, count in 
favour of a moral conclusion, and .•• a man can no 
more decide for him,self iV'ha:t is evidence for right­
ness and \'irongness than he can decide vlhat is evi­
dence for monetary inflation or a tumour on the 
brain." 2 

Foot claims to be more· interested in the second, weakerthesis. 3 

It seems, hovvever, that this ·thesis is inseparable from the 

former one since she talks df an "internal" br conceptual 

rala t.ionship bcti'Jeen the meaning of "9'00c;,11 and certain pieces 

of evidence. Nhat she rnGans by this will be discussed in 

Chapter Three. From ·,-,hat lS said there, I think it is clear 

that Foot: is making a claim similar in nature to P. F. Stra'i"SOn's 

claim that there is a' conceptual relationship bebleen the., 

physical marks"of ~ playing-card and the value which we ascribe 

to that card~ a queen for example, given the conventions of the 

tl. card-game.- Thus, given the nature of languag'c, there is a 

pp.79,93~ 

2Foot , "Moral Arguments", p.504. 

Li.p F c.J...ra·'~o"" - • • u L... .... !/J ~ ... J...t. I 

The Philosophy of Mind, 
196.2 • -.------~----

IlPcrsons ll
, in V.c. Chappell (ec1.), 

Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 
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relation:ship of meaning·s between the word "good" cmd certain 

pieces of evidence. ~\7hat precise ly ·these pieces of evidence 

are vIil1 be a.nalysed later in this chapter. 

Foot. assumes for the sake· of argument that the posi-

tivist is able to identify a characteristic f, essential to 

evalua.tive words (say the acceptance of an imperat.ive or the 

expression of an a.tti tude) r . distinSfuishing them. radically froT. 

descriptive words. 

"He is therefore justified in insisting that no 
word or statement v-lhich. do~s not have the property 
f can be taken as equivalent to an evaluation and 
that no account of the usc of an evaluative term .. ... , . 
can leave out f and yet be cOInplete." ..... 

What. is implied by this 1 asks Foot i . concerning the relation 

between premises and conclusion in c:m argument t,vhere the COn-

elusion is eva.luative. The positivist will claim that it 

folloYJS tha.t no evaluative conclusion can be entailed by a 

set of descriptive premises. Em; is this to be shovm? If he 

defines a d~scripfive preiise as one which does not entail an 

evalua~ive conclusion the positivist assures himself coireet-

ness "at the price of becoming a borQ".· He is mer·ely uttering 

a tau tology. If, however, pointing to characteristic f, he 

·asserts Blat no set of premises not entailing f can entail an 

evaluation, he is then similar to someone who says that a 

proposition, P, entailing a proposition about a dog, Q, must 

-----------_._---_._- ------.. --
IFoot, "Noral Arguments B

, p.SOS. 



also entail a further proposit::ion, R f about an animal. 

"E.e is t.elling us wha.t to look out for in checking 
the entailment. What he is not so far telling us 
is that we can test for the entailment by looking 
to see \~'hether the premi.se itself has the charac­
teristic f. For all that has yet been shown it 
might be possible for a premise which is not f to 

. 1 1" . . . f II ] ental a conc USlon i;lnJ_Cn J,S '. -

She sets out to disprove the tl1es~s that un~ess the premises 

of an argument taken collectively have characteristic f, it 
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will be possible to deny a conclusion vlhich has cha.racteristic 

f, by showing it to be false ~'li th reference to arguments 

desig'nec1 to show t.'t1at a particulnr piece of behaviour is or 

j~s not rude. Elsewhere I she argues the saF.e case for the 

terms "injury" and "dangerous II 12 and even for terms .. "hich are 

not so clearly evaluative in the positivistts 3 sense. 

general, her cnse is against those 'who hold tha't 

In 

IIwhen a man uses a word· such as. 'good t in an 'evalua­
tive' and not an 'inverted comma' sense, he is supposed 
to commi this Tili 11 ~ From this it has seemed to folloH 
inevi tably that there is a logical' gap' betr;leen fact 
and value i for is it not one thing to say -that a thing 
is so, 2nd' another 'L:o have a particular atti tude to>:'lards 

'its being SOi one thing to say that certain efrects will 
follovl from a given action r and another to care. II 4 

Foot considers it to be a necessary and sufficient 

condi tion for ,the ·correct appli.ca tion of the term t; rude ll to 

a piece of behaviour ttLat it cause offence by indicating lack 

.-------_ .......... -... - ... ------'----. -----
111 . ~ 
~., p.50G. 

21!jVIoral BE;liefs", pp.87-92, 95-98 .. 

3See below in Chapter 3. 

4 11 No r alB eli e f s", p. 9 5 • 
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of respect. 1·1oreover, the term "rude II is evaluative in the 

positivistic sense since it expre~ses disapproval, etc. Her 

argument at this poin·t is very simple--is it possible (i.e. 

logically possible) for someone to consider any piece of 

behaviour offensive, and hence rude? Could I call the be-

haviour of someone v·,ho ,;lalked on the cracks in the pavement, 

or who dug holes in the light. of the moon offensive? Without· 

subsuming this piece' of behaviour within a further system of 

beliefs--e. g. r that ltlalking on the cracks in the pavement v.ias 

a sign of disrespect to one's parents, in which case what 
. . 

causes offence is the disrespec"c sho'.'Tn and not· the ;"lalking on 

the cracks eo ip~ol--it i~ clear that if I regarded such beha-

viour as causin~:f offence I should not ·uno.erst.ancl. ',lhat ttcauses 

offence" . H1.eans or -should· be using' tITe term in 'an E:!C'centri:cvJay. 

Is it possible then, Foot asks, for someone to accept that a 

certain piece of behaviour caused offence (proposition 0, let 

us call it-~a·factual proposition) and yet deny proposition H, 

that the behaviour is rude (an evaluative proposi tioD.) ? Foot. 

denies the possibili t.y· beci:n . .lsc 

lilt is evident thcl.t 'iqi th t.he usual criteria of rudeness 
he leaves behind the concep·t i t.self .•.• \'Jhether a man is 
speaking of behaviour as rude or not rude, he must use 
the s~me criteria as anyone else, and ..• since the crite­
ria are satisfied if ° is true, it is impossible for hirn 
to assert 0 while denying- R. It follo"l:]s that if it isa 

---------~----------------~------------

IThis a.r9U!:nent is rru.rrorecl. in "I·lorci.l Beliefs II In 
connection'di th the possibili ty of calling someone \-Tho clasped 
his h2_nds togeth8r three times an hour morally virtuous. See 
be 1m-' in Chapter 3. 



sufficient condition of pIS entailing Q that the 
assertion of P is inconsistent .. ,lii:h th:c denial of 
Q, we have an example of a non'-evaluative premise 
from Vlhicl1 an evaluative conclusion cam: be deduced."l 

Hha·t I1.ms t be asked; hovlever, 1;iii th regard t.o Foot's case, is 

whether the premises are in fact non-evaluative. The term 

"offensive" is not stric·tlY a non-evaluati.w'e one. What 

causes offence to one man rray very ,;"ell fa'il to do so to 
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another one from a qui te different cuI turaJ: background., where-

as tt~e redness of an object (a descriptive' property) v.JOuld 

be evident to both. \'Jhat Foot is trying tID) say is t..hat if 

one vJishes to use evaluative c?.u"lo. moral '>lords, one has to 

accept the established cri teria for t11eir unse. In her O\"n 

words: 

n Anyone \"ho uses moral terms at all., lM'fu'ether to 
assert or deny a moral Froposi tion, Et\'JS,t abide by 
the rules for their use, including the~ rule about 
'what shall count as evidence for or aBjains t. the 
moral judgement concerned ••.• The only :rrecourse of 
the man who refused to accept the thiIDc:9's i;1hich 
counted in favour of a moral propositn..<Dn, as giving 
him a reason to do certain things, or ~o take up a 
po.r'ciculaJ::- a.tti tude, 1;.'lould be to leav-2C the moral 

'discussion and abjure' aitogether the UIl.se 'of IT.oral 
t "'rms ,,2 \::,: _1. .. 

By not doi-ng this, we 'run the risk ei ther <Dr uttering an 

unintelligible or meaningless statement 'Il.lnn:less meaning is 

simply a function of individual choice), (Q)lT of attempting 

to effect a change in t.ne descriptive mearrrding of II rude", for 

ll!~~oral l\rg.umcn.-ts 'l , p. 508-509. 

2I} '..:J 
Dlu~ •. , .p., 511. 
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ex amp Ie, by using the eV3:.lua"t:i ve hl.earu.ng to prescribe differ-

ent pieces of behaviour as causing offence. l By denying that 

this latter course is possible, since Hlth the usual criteria 

chang-ed the concept "rude ll is not changed but lI'left behind!! , 

Foot is denying Hare I s thesis that t:he evaluative meaning of 

full blovm evaluative terras is prima.ry. 2 I ""i811 to ask, in 

connection ,'~i tIl: . th~s ,--Hha t happens iF as does happen in the 

course of any change in the moral code of an individual or 

cOID.muni ty, \'7hen a rr;an refuses to nccept the cOTn.lllonly accepted 

cr~teria for such terms cl.s "rude" and IIgood ll ? Is he l ih fact, 

led into a morass of meaninglessness oris he, as Barehol~s, 

simply basing particular moral judgements upon a universal 

moral principle which possibly no one else accepts, but to 

which he is nevertheless entitled? 

Considering the term "rude" first, a man who refuses 

to use the term according to con:monly accepted cri teria, can 

do so in the following vlay. He may accept proposition 0, that 

the behaviour ca.used offence by indicat.ing lack o~. respect but 

refuse to infer proposi tion 'R f thE'. tit was rude,. because he 

did not wish to ~cc~pt the whole theory of praise and blame 

being' c,s cribed according to the usual standards of etiquE;: 'tte • 

2Hare claims .in Freedom and F.ei:1S0n (Oxford University 
Press F 1963), pp.187-191-,--fhat--lrrtldeifa1'1d "courag::=ous ll are no·t 
full blcl:m evaluative term,:;. 'l'his claim, hmlever, is far from 
convincing. 
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Intuitively, one mighta.grec \''liHl Foot that if somebody pushed 

Jones in the ba.de, and generally barSfed into him for no other 

reason than to annoy him, then 'de should have a case where the 

description of the agent's bch2.viour as causing offence ent,ai led 

the judgement t.c~at 
• -l- ~ 

1,- "-'lCJS ruae, to anybody acquainted "."lith i:he 

meanin(J of II caused offence" and "rude". Hovlever, it is not 

difficult to think of circumstances where such behaviour would 

not be rude. The follo~'Jing vrhere: 

1)C:l doctor pushes through a crmvd·to tend to an injured 

person, 

2) I push someone hard to save ther;"), from an on<::oming car, 

3) the general pushing and shoving that takes place in a 

game of Rugby or Canadian Football, 

are cases in point. Nhat. distinguished these from F9e>t' s m'7l"'l 

COUl").ter-example to Ha,re arE! ·the intentions 'di th whic::h they 

are performed and the circumstances in rdhich t.~ey t.ake place. 

Any description of. th~~e actions will have to take such factors 

into consideration, pr?supposing a value-laden set of rules; 

"The notion of, offence is parasitic on the ,notion of 
a stanCiard or norm, although these heed not be formu­
lated .••. lt makes all the difference morally whether 
the gra,zed ankle is caused by barging in the line-out 
or by barging in the bus queue ••• in asserting that a 
kind of offence .has been caused, a specific background 
and the standarc1s inherent in it: have already been 
involved. II I . 

Before turning from discussion· of lIJ:.-ude JI to moral evaluation, 

------------,--- ----,----~ 
ID.Z. Phillips and H.D. Mounce, "On Philosophy1s 

Having a Point", ~los~2Pl1Yl (19G5) " p.312. 
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we should notice that Foot's analysis of "rude" and any such 

terms of c;:.!tiquette is not particulariy illuminating to her 

discussion of moral discourse. This is simply b.ecause if the 

analogy bet'.vcen etiquette and morality is meant to be a close 

one, this would simply prove that morality, like etiquette, 

is conventional, and this is the very point that she wishes 

to disprove, viz: 

"It is a fact ahout etiquet·te and la';l that they a.re 
both conventional as morality is not."l 

Of moral terms 1 she says t:11.e follo~·,;ing: 

lilt is open to us to enquire whe·ther moral ·terms 
do lose their meaninG when divorced from the 
pleasure principle, {;r from SOTIK'! otiwr s~t of 
criteria, as the "'!ord ilrude" loses its meaning 
when the criterion of offensiveness is dropped. 
To me it scores that is clearly. the case; I do not 
knmv \,'lhat could be meant by saying tha·t it vJas 
someone I s duty to do something unless there vJas 
ari at:tempt to sho'd why i Jc rrat b:~rec1 if this sort 
of thin<J 'das notdon.e. .Is.i t eVQil to be suggested 
that the harm done by a certain trait of character 
could be taken by some InoTa1 eccentric, to be just 
what made it a virtue? I suggest that such a man 
\'lould not even be a moral eccentric, any more than 
the man who used the word "rude" of conventional 
behaviour .. -las p~·tting fOl:Harc strange vim'ls .about 
'ilha. t .\:/ (-l.S rUd.c. \I.t_ 

T111JS " Foot cons ~ders that: 

"t.he concepts harm, adV2l.nt3.sre, benefi t, inportclDce, 
etc. are related to the different moral concepts; 
such as rightness, bbligat.ion., duty and virtue ••• 
and it f0110\'ls t.ha:t a man cannot .make his own 
personal decision about the considerations which 

• . n? are to count as eVldence. ~ 

Ip·"'oJ·· "\~~··~aJ ....... ) L.., _.J ... JJ....~ _ ]"rgumcn ts n , p.513 • 

Il.511 3 I bid., p.5ll. 



This, however, is a very s·t!:ong thesis--·nQt merely are there 

cri teria for moral words, \·Jhich are to be strictly observed, 

but, furthermore, it is not possible for the individual to 

choose '."ha.t is to count as harm, benefit, advanta.ge, etc. 
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He is not able to C110038 the criteria for moral terms. This 

thesis is very clearly opposed to Hare (and irideed any form 

of individuo.lismh. i'Je are, according ~.o Foot, unable to 

choose the descrip-tive :r:1caning of moral terns which Hill 

logically entail certain evaluative judgements. The individ­

ual is' presented "'lith moral phenomena, and not with the pos­

sibility o·f giving a self-'determined int.e·rpretationof pheno,­

mena from a moral point of view. 

Would ite~er be possible to s~ttle the d~bate con­

cerning the use: of moral language and moral argument bet'deen 

Hare and Foot? Each is eager to provide counter-examples to 

the other's case and to deal with similar difficul·ties in his 

own '.vi thou t once quesJcioning the correctness orplausibili ty 

of his own central posi tion.· .1>Jould not em appeal to the "I.'Jays· 

in which moral lang~ag~ i~ currently used provide a criteridn 

for deciding which philosophical account is correct? One of 

the main aiIT.s of this th8sis is to shOVe that this philosophical 

debat.e is a reflection of two of the many c1ifferenJc and indeed 

opposing 'i"cq~ in which moral terms are used in contemporary 

soci.ety. 'J.'he .d(~bate reflects the different: consciousness 'iNi t:h 

which modern man uses, and aJ.so refuses. to use, moral concepts. 

It ShOVIS also t~1at philosophical enquiry into moral concepts is 
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no'c " despite Hare's confessions to, the con~trary, morally 

neu tral. 'As a result 'Vie could not reso I ve the debate by 

app'eal to ordinary" language, since there, is no one '.'lay in 

which moral concepts are used. 

Unlike the polis described in Plato's Republic where 

the ends of both the city and of the individual member of the 

ci ty are agreed upon and fully circumscribed, ·the roots of 

present-day ~'lestern society I and the influence's that' have 

moulded its language of "good ll ana. IIlevilll, "right" and ""'lrong" 

ar~ many. Ou;t:' society stems from a blend of GreeJ.;: ra tionalism 

and Chri$tian religion, from which have CQm~: 

"Aristotelianism, primitive Christian simplicity, the 
puri tan ethic, the aris,tocratic ethic of consuJTI.ption I 

and the traditions, of democracy and socialism which 
have all left their mark upon our moral vocabulary. 
Hi t,hin each of these moralities there is a proposed 
end or ends, a set of rules, a list of virtues. But 
the ends I the Lules, the virt:ues differ .... It· follo\'1s 
that "'';2 are liable to find bJO kinds of people in our 
society: those \1110 speak from VIi thin one of these 
surviving Tiloralities, and those who stand outside all 
of them. Beto;'leen the adhE~rents of one rwrali ty and the 
adherents of none there exists no court of appeal,no 
imDersonal neutral standard. For those ~~'ho' sneak from 
\'ii thin a gi ven ~orali ty, the connect-ion be't\:le~n fact 
and valuation is 'e::5tablishec1 in virtue of t.he rnea,nings 
of t."1e ""ords they uss. To those ~,.".ho speak from vIi thout;, 
those '..rho' speak from "'Ii thin appear merely to be uttering 
imgerati ves \·;hich express thr."!ir Oi>'m liking a.nd dis liking 
and their pri va'te choic.es. III 

Appeals to tile facts of hUJTlan welfare and harm as the 
, . 
DaSlS 

of morality a.re not appeals to phenomena ~'ihich can be uni-

versally clsscribec1 in morally neutral terms. P-. person's 

----,--,----------,-_.----,,---",------------------
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conception of what it is to harm another person. will depend 

on his other beliefs, ~articularly his moral beliefs. Simi-
.. ' 

larly, when Foot talks of the avoidance of injury as " some-

thing a man has reason to -;'Tant if he ,vants anything", I she is 

not appealing to a notion which can be used to shm'l that one 

party I S moral argument is both va.lid and acceptable I i'lhilst 

anot11Gr I S is not. The gulf that separates the ends which a 

research physicist and a mer~J)er of the F. L. Q. find noble is 

precisely the area in which moral debate arises, and it is 

clear from recent events that members of the F.L.Q. are wil-

ling ·to ris3: personal injury in ·the pursuit of' what they con-" 

sider a higher end. 'To use anotber example: in a dispute be-

tween a scientific r'ationalist and a Roman Catholic hous8,,,ife 

over 'dhcther the h0l1s2i'1ife should have anO"ther child I 'iI-7e shall 

not be able to r:e.s·olve the argumE~nt by m.cJ:ing each' pa:rty asvare 

of all the facts relevant to the discussion unless each were to 

renounce those bGliefs thD.t are of great.est importance in 

~etermining their particular moralviews~ Because of their 

qui te different :moral beliGfs~--as to \"ha.t consti t.utes t..'1e 

good for rr.an etc.--tl1e differin9 conceptual fram.ework they 

bring to bear upon the analY3is of the situation, their in-

tel:pret:atioil of ·the fac'cs of thE:; si tLlation vlill be poles apart; 

"r' ~ ]'S ml'QJQ~~l'r'~ to ~~e~~ o· ~ 1~11e ~~ct~ orr t~le c~tu . L.. I,l~::> ......... ("~ ........ ~ ..• \:) ... :> l:~1 (.'oJ\. _ . "'- ~ . ' ..... ';,1.... ,:::. .L .. ", _L -

ation' in such a 'ilmy as to r.mggest thcl.t there rm.::st be 
.a closed set. of proposi ti ons "inich 1 once es t.a.b IL:3hed, 
preci.sely de termine t.ne s.i. tuaJcion .•.• Tl1C si tuat:ions 

--- -----,-------_.------_._-_.-
IIlMoral Beliefs", p.96. 



in which we mtist 'act or abstain from 
'open' in the sense that they can be 
described and finally circumscribed. 
tion is given, but·.not 'the fact~ 6f 
to state the facts is to analvse and 
situation."l ~ 

a.cting, are 
uniquely 

The situa-
the situation'; 
interpret the 

Are we nm-l back "IIl11ere 'ile started--that ultimate 
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justification for a moral position is impossible, because the 

hvo criteria for rational argu.ment vihich Foot'so clearly statetl 

are inapplicable -to moral argument? I don It thi.nk tl1at t:he 

presc~iptivist and emotivist alternative is a consequence of 

the posi tioD I have just follm~'ed. 

liThe rationa.list, the housm'/ife " the pacifis-t or the 
. mi Ii ta.ris tcannot say. wh·at ·they· like. 'I'heir arguments 
are rooted in different moral traditions \iIi thin which 
there are rules for what can and what cannot be saio.. 112 

If we are speaking from within a certain tradition then as 

!;lacIntyre· and Foo-t have Sl!o, .. ill., our moral concepts are linked 

to the cri·teria for their use by C.n lIinternal relationship'l, 

i.e., by their meaning. The problem of a IIfree" or criter-

ionless moral discourse becomes most pressing ,,·;h811 ':,.,7e meet 

the :second type of person NacIntyre me_ntioned, ~vho stands 

outside any moraltraditiol1, who professes .to have nc ulti-

mate principles to guide his choices--such a. man as t.l-J.e 

situationalist who makes every particuJ.~r decision and moral 

judgement upon it.s OV7n merits, divorchlgit from any that 

he might have made in the past and a.ny tha'c he. rr..igh t ma.}:e in 

-----_._. __ ._---_._----_.-
l Stu "'rt T.r,-,mnrhirp c .• _ 1,c .. _".j._'-""-:" _, "Fallacies in Moral Philosophy", 
(1949), p.476. 

2D.Z. Phillips and lLO. ~lounce J" 
• .J. 

OP.C1C: •• --"---- . p.318. 
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the fut:ure. Such. a .. position I believe to be both logically 

and existentially impossible. It rests first of all upon a 
., 

Disunderstanc1ing of· the nature not only of moral discourse, 

.but of language. If ';J.e suppose a .man that on one .occasion 

ass8rted that beating up old ladies 'i12.S \'lrong, for no other 

reason than that he felt it 1ilC1S ':lrong, and upon a later occa-

sion reverse'd his judgement I calling 'such behaviour right, \'112. 

should naturally ask him vlhy he had cl-:;.anged his, mind. Being 

a true subjectivist he has recinded his judgement not.b8cause 

of . any rational process, but because he nm·J feels' it to be 

right to beat up old' ladies'i TOH our continual quest,ioning-

"\vhy~?" he is forced .. by his mJn logic to reply. that he has no 

ultimate reason--he simply feels differently towards the 

quest:ion~ Such a man places himself outsic1e moral c1l.scussion 

beCCi.use he is um'Tilling to use noral concepts consistently. 

We simply should not und.erstand Hhat he meant by "right" and 

"wrong ll because he does not follm" an}! rules ''''hen he uses 

them" It·is of no use his stating that he is usifig moral 

concepts according, to his Q\·m .rules, irlhich are qui t.e random, 

s.ince any rule mus t be open to discovery. l\.s "I·h ttgenstein 

has shown, it must be logically possible for me to discover 

any rule that ano't.her person is follovling. 1 But this is 

precisely 'ilhat is ruled ont by the subjectivist. You cannot 

._---,----" 
lSee P. v.iinch, The. Idea of a.Social Science, London: 

Rou. tlec1G8 and Keqc.Ui Paul, 1958, Ch2pt:er 1; and cf. R. H. Hare I 
liD' -~., .,; ...... I' 303-nlVerSal.}.s2Dl..LlLY·, p.". 
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be said to bcfollol"ing Cl. rule if 1: cannot, at least in princi-

pIe, discover what the rule is. r'loreover, 'and this is no 

longer a logical point, each man. has a social past which de-

termines that he has some I:1oral.vocabulary vlith vlhich to 

frame and make a particular 'choice. It is not possible for 

a man to divorce' that c.hoice from previous' and future choices. 

If a man \d10 was, brougt"!t up as a Roman Ca:tholic suddeIll.y does 

. '.... f - b' M' t . tt ~ t . 1 t a seeTIi.lng aDOU L- .ace and ecomes 0. L'larXlS . comInl - -eo 0 VlO en-

revolution I this 'dill 'be because he no longer sees t.he ends of 

Catholicism as. valuable. But t.his does not mean that his 

present. and fut"\Jre decisions are PQintles.s---he has simply 

decided probably for many psychological, social, and religious 

reasons that the ends of Harxism are' morevlorthVIhile. His 

mora~, language will not, however, be pointless and unguided 

by princi~le~. If this were the case and he became ~ moral 

nihilist, VIe should say not that his talk of good and evil 

are pointless but rather that he has foregone the ris.rht to 

use such language. 

TO return t.o· Foot I she provides' cri teri·a for our 

understanding those issues involved in moral argument and 

what it means to hold a moral principle. She provides no 

more than guide lines r but in doing so she overreaches Ha.re 

v.lho merely provides a. model for moral argUTIlr;;nt. She denies 

the fac·t-value disti;1ct.ion but ?he does not· specify that 

"facts entai.l values", merely stating of t.herules of use 

for moral judgements, tha.t 



III for anything that has yet beeT! shovmto the con­
trary these rules' could be entailment rules, for­
bidding the asser~cion of factual proposi t.ions in 
con.junction Tili.th. the denail of moi-al~ propositions~!ll 
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Indeed, she only shm'ls that the ctcceptance of certain faCtual 

statements (Hhcther they be about sol'neone' s behaviour cCluslng 

offence or his harming ano·ther person) is a necessary bu·t 

naver a sufficient con~ition for makirig an evaluative (~He Was 

rude ll!) or a moral("He v'las "lrong t.o ... 11) judgement. Horal 

arguments, by th;.=ir nature are not d.ec1uct.i,ve, nor are they Of 

the II'Booh! Hurrah! II type .• 

1I'~'Jhen people ar.<:rue about vlhq:t is right, good or 
obligatory, or 'i.1net.her a certain cha.rac-ter trait is 
or is not a virtue ••• what is said may well be subt.le 
or profound, and ••• much depends on experience and 
imagination. It is quite cornman for one man to be 
unAble to' see 'what the o'ther'is ge'cting at, and this 
sort. of misunderstanding .,d.ll noJc cl.lvlays be resolvable 
by anything which could be called argument in the or­
dinary sense."2 

lU I'·loral Argumen:ts ll
., p. 510. 

2Ir . d ~ .. , p. 513 • 



CHAPTER 3 

As we havese(~n, all of Hare's' arguments in connexion 

\V'it..."l the term "good"are aimed at shmlin~r that its mea.nirJ.g· 

cannot be equat.ed -"",i th the cri teria required in an obj eet 

for itt.o be commended as "good" because the meaning of thnt 

t~rm is evaluative. In this chapter I wish to explicate the 

na-ture of the relation of the use of the exp·ression II a good XII 

to the speaker's choices. Ny ma.in points of reference \"ii11 be 

Chapters ~ to 8 in Hare's The IJanguage of Flor als abet Foot's -------.. -------~-...... ---
C1nd ,i\lanI'lontfiore I s symposium "Goodness andClloice", Proceed-

ings of the Aristotelian Society, Supplementary Volume XXV 

(1961) f pp.45-80. 

To s11mV' the close relations}1ip between a speaker's 

choice and his use of the term "good", Hare uses the example 

of teaching a foreigner its m~aning. This isichieved because 

in a certain situation the foreigner chooses, all other things 

being equal, c.n obj eet X in preference to other obj eets of the 

same type· Y I for cer·tain reason~3 Z.· . No;V' lie are able to say to 

him, "You think that X is the bes t Y because of Z II i a.nd he:nce 

teach hifil. ·the meaninq of Ilbest" and consequently o£ "good u, 

us~_ng ~nalo9ies ~iJi th the superlatives f . ~ . . 1 o other aalec-t:].ves.~ 
~ , 

-------------- -------------------
IHare admit.s (L?d19.."QJ3.ac of :rv:orals, pp.183-185) that the 
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,Hmvever I having correctly learned from tl1:e a.bove case tha't 

the thought ~:lhich he had ~\1hen he chose, object Xl wa.s correc,tly 

expressed by sa:1ring that it was the best Y because of' Z, and I' " 

having learned from' this t.he mecming of. II good". a.s applied not 

,rnerely to Y's but to any type cif object, the foreigner might 

mistakenly believe that he had learned the criteria for apply'ing 

the vlord "good II • This is to equate meaning and criteria in a 

't,'lay Hhich Hare c.onsiders mista.ken. Because in this one 'C<3:se the 

foreigner knew the criteria. for calling' X a good Y does not 

imply tha.t he knOivs b'1e cri·teria required in othe,r types of 

objBct,' since ti1(~Se may }5e different. He has l'earned' from the' 

above case not, the criteria for i ts·use, bu Jc the T'.leaning of the 

,.,yord.. Because they are, different, it would be possible for him 

to use "good" in full knowle6ge of its civaluati~e meariing, but, 

through ignoran.ce of the. cri teria for its use (its descriptj.'ve 

meanin~J), apply it to the 'i,-;rong objects. Conversely, it is 

quite' possible for someone' t'o kno\v the' right 'cri teriafor its 

use, and, say grade o,pples' correcly, but not 'knm" t:he tri.eanih~( 

of the. vlord i HO't kno~', that it idas used to corml1,end t.he apples. 

We have seen that the meaning of "good" and IIbost" can 

be taugh~ ~o s<?m~boC!-y1?Y reieref1ce to the" choices, he, mal<.es I and 

-~-.-----'~--.--.~.----.---.-.-,----,-,------~----.~---,.--_. __ .' 
meaning of II good lt is far looser tha.n its comparative, ancL super­
lative form's. HCM2'v-er I he, de fi.ne;::; II good man II in te'l:ms of 
"better man than" (p.186) a.nd b()b~ in terms of "oughtll (p. 184). 

lAs Ha:::-e says' (,~., p.108--9), it 'is not necessc,ry ,to 
refer to thoughts etc. here, since "choose" may be understood 
in t~rms of preferenti2,1 !Jeho:viour. 



53 

also tha-t the p;trimary funct_ion of these \V,ords is to commend. 

'1'0 cOTIlIrtcmd, accqrc1ing to Hare, is I at leas t indirectly I to 

guide choices. IValue judgements; in gen~ral, are closely re-
I 

lated to choices • Hhen one makes a full-blo:;iln value-judgement 

(i.e., net usinsr the value--terrn in its tlconventional" or 
, 

"inverted comma~n sense) one commits oneself to-making certain 

choices: 

li~qe only hai.te standard,s fo·r a class of objects, 'de only 
talk of the ivirtues of one· specimen as against 'another,· 
weon.ly usc ,1valuc-vlOrc1s abo:u~ them" ;~hen, ,?c,casions' are' 
knovm to ex~st, or are conceJ_vable, In ":ll1lCD \ve, or -
someone elsEi, i:lOuld, have to choose betv.Jcen specimens. u 1 

Cle'arly I the mbEjt"useful s'tan6_ards, and -henc-ethe most useful' 

value--judgemenb:J, will be those related to choices '.-lhich ·vlC 

are likely to have to mak~. The logic 9f avalrie-word like 

"good" demands i:tha't I cannot apply it to one object (a car, 
I 

for example) and yet .refuse to a?ply it to another car 1-7hich 

is in all resreqts similar to the first, except that it is not 

numerically identi-cal wi th'the-first. This is'so because,-by 

commending an o1:/ject; a standard is appealed to, ;vhich r if .. it 

is_ to be of use ,as a standard, will give ~s ~everal criteria 

for making valUE!-juc;'gements on meml')ers of that, class of object • 
.. 

By refusing to ciall 9hjects which arc exactly similar "good"i 

t\'lO incol1sis ten-ti standards are a-ppea,led._ to, and: 
I 

"the effect 10f such an utterance is similar to that of 
a con·tradicttion: for in a contradiction I say t.i;.lO 

See also pp.lO?ff and 127. 

, .. 



inconsistent things ~nds(") t.hc E~f.fect is that the 
hearer does not knm-l wha.t I am trying ·to say. III 

Presupposed in this-account is Hare's thesis-that 

every value-judgement, vlhi;1..s tit may be overtly Particular I 

("This-is a good picture Yl
) makes refer.ence to a more general 

standard whi6h objects -are required to cieet-in -order to b~-

called _ II good H • This, -in turn, relates to his belief in the 

5.4 

syllogistic nature of moral justification and argument, 'dhich 

"de considered in the _ first t"\'lO ~hv.pters. Hare also. finds 

agreen:ent vii th Sir Karl Popper I s statement- that morali ty-

rests 1,.1ltimat-ely· on humun decision or choice. As such: 

"deciSions can never be derived from facts (or ? 
stateinents of facts) al t_hough they pertain t.o facts. 11-

Bo'ch Poppe): -C1.nc11Tb.:cc th!":;!;; S timfl.hl. line i'7i th Hume I s bifurcation 

of the "oughtll from-the lIis". 

In her article IIGoodness and Choice ll Foot presents the 

thesis that the criteria for the goodness of an object are laid 

dovm in the rneaning of the ~.:JOrd designat_ing that objec-t. She 

holds that this is true not only for "functional words" but 

for a far wider range of terms than has been supposed by Hare 

and oD.').crs. Indeed. she holds implicitly t"hat these criteria 

are determined for all terms: 

"Hy tl'lesis is :rlO"t, of c01J.r-se, tha-t cri t_eria for the 
-gooc1nes5; of" each arid every kine'. of -thing are' de-ter.­
mined in the same i.-lay as they axe c1et-crmined for such 

-----~---.• ~'----

2't'he Open Society Cl.!lcl Jts }~~~~e-s, London: ROl:ltledge and 
Kegan Paul, '1945, if 62. 



things a.s knives, but rClthcr. than thev a:r::e allvays 
deteimined, and not a matter fOr dec{~ion."l 

In evaluating a knife· as "a good knife 1': 

"tfue man 1'7ho uses these 'i'lorc:s rous t use them in con­
ju~ction with particular criteria of goodness: those 
which really a.re tile criteria for the goodness of 
knl ves ..... I-imagine that aJ.most. everyone VJould agree 
abq,ut this, saying that there are some cases in 1;·Jhich 
th¢ correc'!: use of the expression II a good A" requires 
th~t one set of criteria rather than another should be 

. us~d for judgin~r the goodness of the things. But many' 
pe~Ple \,,;110 vmuld admi t this think tha·t in ot.her cases 
an' criteria of goodness would, be logically possible, 
~so . that for some A I s the inc.i vidual calling an 'A a. 
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gocpd 'A has to decide for :biB.self ~'lhich chi1racteristics 
hClwill take as counting in favorir of the goodness of A.,,2 

Specifically, she is attacking the twin theses: 

1) 'l'l1atl:. the choices of a sp0aker are a sufficien·t condition 

folj: the use of the ""lord "good"-'-for example,. if a man 

c~~led A'S good A's merely because they were A's which 
I 

he l~i7as t...'f}ereafter 1;'li lling to choose •. On this' vievl it is 
I 

po~sible to defend a use of the term "good" by reference 

i:olthe fact that one had commi·tted oneself to a choice 

(SEje Hare's' uccount above).-

2) 'I'hat a connexion 'iJi th choices of the speC?ker is a necessary 

coddi tion of the use of "good If--·tbe t.hesis that evaluat1. ve 

te~ms are used fundamentally to guide or prescribe choices 

(cE. Hare). 

Fooi:. is L'1Us, ma.king a full :-scale at,: tack on . the fore-

going 2~ccount of Hare's by denying that there is any sort of 

I l"Goodness' and Choic,e ll
, p. 4.7. 

? . . 
~.!bld.r p.46. 
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analytic or conceptual relv.tionship het'('ieen a speaker' s 

choice and his use of evaluative language. Let us examine her 

argument and atte'mpt to arrive a·t certain conclusions. 

The classes of terms whose criteria of goodness are 

laid d01:m by their meaning areas fo1101'1s: 

1) Nost obvious ly, II functional terms "----in the strong sense of 

II functional t:, i,qhereby such a term as knife: 

".~.names an object in respect of its function. 
This is not to say (simply) that it names an 
ob ject. \'lhich has c3- ~unctio~,. 1;>u t also that the 
func·tion is involved in the lTleaning of the Hord, 
and I shall call such words functional in the 
strong sense."l 

'1'hus, by definition, it vlill not be logically possible 

to say of a s.lcrong functional Horc"i .that lilt is .C1 goc;c1 A 

but does not fulfill its function well" (e.g. "This is q 

good knife but it does not cut well."). Such strong 

functional words, Foot considers, have their function 

ill:trins.ically bound up vli th the concept (e.g. cutting is 

intrinsic to knives) because, if a people of a different 

cu.lture had tools having the saI!~e phy:;;ical characterist:ics 

as knives (bla6es i handle etc,) but. which fulfilled a. 

different function, then we should not translate this 

word into English as "knife". Similarly: 

II ••• it is a.no·ther m.a.tt.er to suppose that in 
a cornrnunit.y Trlhich used knife·-like objects only 
for the purpose of ornaments the ,-lord which 
names them 1:-7ould properly be transla.ted as 
I knife I. n 2 

---------------------.-------------------~---. 

II' . --~., p. 47. 

·· .. 1··--·· 

2rbid., p.4.8. 
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Simp l y becau s e thc~ p rimZl:t:"y f u ncticn---ancJ h2 nce the pr i rra.ry 

cri t e rion of goodne s s--in knives i s to c ut , does not ex-

clu c~e t he.. t }~ni ves may b8 u sed for other purposes (e. g. 

sta.hb i ng), but that t n be counted as a good knife , a bladed 

instrume nt must cut we l.l. Thus, cutting \.7811 is a necessary 

conditi on of its be i na a 0000. kn i fe • • J _ , 

Othe r words which we c an in cJ.u do III t he class of 

strong functiona l word s inclu~e pen , pencil, match , wa tch , 

etc . which are a ll manufactured for a specific purpose , as 

1;le ll as eye , lung , linb , etc. \111icl-1 "u:e not. 

lI f.ioreover , Horcls c a n be f1.1nc+.-.i02"3_1 in the ' stro:lg' 
s "'ns c vvi UlOut

1 
nani n,] 2..nything that \-I e ourse lves 

u se of n eec1 ."~ 

For exa.mp l e f emy part of 2. p lant or anima l '.'lhich i1c.s 2. 

fU liction-- - s t om , root , 1eo. f, l eg , et.c. 

Functiona l t e :r:ms i n th e \,,'eo.k se.nse . Foot i s not very 

expl i cit about these . She c ites t he exam~ les of discover-

ing the funct i on of an organ , like the appendix, which was 

previ ously believed not to h ave any function whi l st stil l. 

r etZlin i ng t he s ame n ane . Evel~ tU il lly r presumab l y , " ilppendi)~ " 

would i n thi s case become a fu nc tiona l word in t he strong 

s e n sE.' • Hi:1_vin g no fu nction I weak function a l tern's have no 

crite ri a of goodness . Th i s supports Foot ' s c ase . For 

ex ar~? l c , '.'10 cion 't SClY " ~food appendi x", " good S\\'c{;n p " o r 

"good \'lccd ". 

l ! b i d . , p . ,lfl . 
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3) A far wider range of words which are not functional in 

ei therthe v-leak or strong sense" but \;]hich st.ill allow one 

to derive the criteria of goodness from their meaning. 

None of the terms in the expressions "good farmer", "good 

rider" or "good liar" pick out a man by reference to his 

function although they name him in respect of a function. l 

It vJQU 10. be odd 1 in 0 the r vlords, to as k "Y'lha tis the func-

tion of a farmer?!! A reply of t:he type t.hat he served 

the community would be in order .. Hmvever, a good farmer is 

so because of his farming. ~'Jhilst ".'!hat counts as good 

farrning may vary from a poultry farmer to a dairy rarraer, 

there are limits within which standards are used to judge 

it as farming, because farming is an activity which has a 

particular point. The expressions "good daughter", "good 

friend" and II good father" similarly have set cri teria \\ihich 

will only differ, according to Foot, within certain limits 

from place to place. 

"Being a 0000. fathGr rnust have something to do with 
bringing ~p children, and more specifically caring 
.co"" :"1"1""';;' ,,2 .L .1- L. ...... .1~llll 

Foot. is someuhat vague here. vll1at exactly is meant by " ••. 

must have something to do ",i th .•• "? Clearly, she supposes 

there to be more than a contigent relationship oet';'leen 9aring 

for children and being .a good father. If, as.she says, the 

stc::tement: 

-------------
IThat is, unlike strong functional words, the function 

is not explicitly involved in the mea.ning of the term. 

2"G00r1"'Eo.,::,:C- ·"110: 'T'):-'··/'-l·,1I '-)P c;n ')J..' uJ. ~ .......... - '" CI. ~. oJ,.. v. l,-. , .;."-;- _,r lit _. \... ; ~ .. 
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'~;..,..,,~~:') \ 

II' qood J:ni ves cut ,:lell ' r.mst be held to be some 
kind of analytic st,atemen-t" 1 

,-
(-once again, she uses' -the varjue t8rm "some kind of H --vlhat 

"ve are after is ""'lhat kind Of?fI), then, the statement "good 

fathers care for. their children" must also ~e "some kind of 

analytic sta-tement ll
• ClearlY-, she- holds there to be- some' 
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kind of conceptual relation between IIgood father" and Ilearing 

for children". 

I sug.gest that she means that carin.g for children is, 

a criterion for being a good· fatherina stronger sense than 

tha't employed by Hare, since, according to him, ,these cri t.eri,a 

can change fairly rapidly via shifts in the evalu_ativ,,: meani_!19 

of "good fatherll. 2 Her sense of "cii teria" seems closest too 

that-used by £.'lichae1 Slate,3 and ultimately to v\Tittgenstein's 

sense of the term II cri teria Il • 4 

Slate, like Foot, holds that-the criteria for value-

terms are fixed. He -Inakes use of--a further notion! vihich he 

calls n important c:r:i teria" • This also is helpful for under-

5 tanding Foot"' s a.rgu'rnen tis.; -- Bo"th are -defined -as -follov1s : 

"Suchterms as ifish' I 'city', a.nd 'democracy' (ane: 
ind~ec1 one cou1d include Foot's examples of !father', 
'friend'. 'daughter', 'rider'l 'liar', etc.) whose . 

11'1 . ~ 
. )),0. I p. 48 • 

ee-c· p~ 'lJ-126, and 1~8-150 ;::) .... 1:-' • ..J_ - - ......~. .. - ... - • 

3 BlValue-_Jllclgoments c.ndthe Theory of Importan.t Cri t_eria" , 
T.rlC! __ J~:.~.-9fyhil~ophy' (196.8), p~98 and passim. 

,1--0' ~ 1 ~ "i....] T· ~r 't·· - " c:: t - ... '. G E' P ~n.:,o;:;,op'n~a -=---=-[1.~es __ .L,-g:n:l_op,_" :ral.L::'~ :;. _1.-';. 

Basil B1-ack'I,1e11, Oxford,. 1963 , p.354, where he shaHS 
a criterion of yn is a matter not of experience but 
ni tion. 

Anscorrb-o, 
that IIXiluis 
of defi- -_._-'" 



applicability is disputed in certain cases where one 
of their cri teria if; missing, I call cluster ·terms. 
Cluster terms can be defined in terms - oiU"their cri­
teria. Vlhere J£' is a clu.ster tertn all of itvhose 
criteria are a, b, ••• n, Ip is 1m" fi' means 'p has 
\"hi cheve.r of a, b, ••• n are important I •••• As I de­
fine the key word I important' a characteristic X 
counts as important if and only if knm'ling \vhether 
X "is or is not present in any given S is important 
for any disinterested 'kho\\rledge about our understand­
ing'of S, i.e., tell us a good deo.l about (the sort 
of thing) S (is), about vThat S is really like0 A 
characteris tic is important I in other words, jus t in 
case its presence or absence in any given thing S 
Ill.akes a good deal of (an important) difference to 
the kind of thing S' is. III 

If vle apply this to value-'IilQrds, as S loh~. does, \'712 ca.n shed 

light on Foot's position. 

"Certain value-terms have criteria. And they also 
·resemble the 'sort .of cluster terrnsdescribed in !'The 
Theory of Important Cri teria H in thctt disputes about 
their applicaltion can arise in cases ."here one of their 
criteria is a.bsent ••• 'fine person' ordinarily means 
something like: person having whichever of }~.indness·1' 
honesty, intelligence, humilitYj, sensitivity etc. are 
importa.nt. 1i2 . 

Extended to oth.er terms too: 

il I think I X is a good friend of Y I, for example! 
means soruething like: X has \vhichever' of loving Y 1 

seeking Y's welfare, liking to be with Y t being wil­
ling to make sacrifices for Y, etc. are .important.,,3 

Now clearly, the notion of "importance" of criteria is an 

'evaluative one (See Ibid. i pp.102--103, especially footnote 
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p.102.), but if t;ve apply it to Foot's example of "good father" 

vIe can follo'll more closely the drift of her argument. For 

--<---......... _----'-... .:. 
lel.L. 11,7 1 ... ).o ... e, \la .. :ue Judgemen ts and the rrheory of Irr.portan t 

Criteria", p.98. 

311,.; /\ J-;.L. ..... '11 



Foot, caring for his childre~ ia an important criterion of 

being a good father, and indeed a criterion over which there 

can be ~ di~;agreement if the concept of II father" . is to re-

main the same. 

"If, in a given cornmuni ty 1 a man ,,'lE\re said to be a 
good A in so far as he offered his children up for 
sacrifice, '1\' coul.d not be retranslated by our vlOrd 
'father', but 'liould be like 'citizen' again, or 
'provider of children for the state'.III 

6·1 , -'-

Caring for children is b'l.erefore a necessary condi tion of being 

a good father. Unfortunately ·for Foot, t.1-tere have been societies 

in which sacrifice of one I s eldest son "'as considered the duty 

of a father. In pre-'Abrahami te Canaanite society, this vlas 

precisely the case. Does this mean that the name for male 

parent of children in this society vlOuld not be translated into 

English by the 'V'lOrd IIfather"? Peter \17inch, in distinguishing 

moral and scientific concepts, seeDS to support this idea: 

IIModern scientific theories could be used to des­
cribe and explain natural phenomena occurring in 
the time of Abraham as ;'.Jel.l as theyca11 be used for 
phenomena occurring nOH; but nodern moral concepts 
could not be used to describe and explain the actions 
of !>..braham and his conte:P.'lporaries. The rela-ti.on be­
tween moral ideas ar_d h\lman behaviour is different 
froI1 ·that beti-leen scientific ideas and t.he be2Javiour 
0 += -at:"lr=>l p't1e·non'~""''''a 112 .L J..l' .... _ c .. __ ,.;,,1 _ ... ,.10.'.._.1..:. :... 

In other '"lorCis, 'an important criterion of be.ing a good father 

in -pre-Abrahami te Canaan ;;',las sacrifice of one I s first-born son. 

'I'his, hO'ilever, does not des troy Foot's argument,. since as a 

1 F - t ",.. ., - 00 1 booa.ness and Choice" t p. 5·1~. 

2UNature and Convent.ion 11, in Proceedings of the 
A:J::'i~to_te~ian Society (1959-60), p.233:-------
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cluster term, the criteria bv "ThiGh "father" can be defined 
,~ 

have changed, thus chcmging the meaning of the term. What 

this implies is 'that, Foot is not incorrect in her account of 

moral terms. 

It '.vould take too long' to go deeply into the relation­
;".... 

ship of vHnch's (and ultimately Hittgcnstein's) theory of rule-

follot:ling' and L~e applicat.ion of concepts to (and hence the 

understanding of) different cultures,l but it is worth noting 

that both i'Jinch and Foot are agn::ed tIl,at concepts like 1'1 father" , 

"parentll, "daughter", "friend", etc. are moral concepts and not 

to be understood in the same way as scientif~c ones: 

"On investigation \'Ie might c1ecic1e that 'father', 
'daughter'and 'friend' should 'be called moral terms, 
especially if v'le thoug·ht that a ';'7holly good man could 

·not be bad in any of these aspects.,,2 

Noreover, both are agreed that, although they are moral terms, 

they have a quite fixed and static meaning in the context of 

a particular society. 3 Foot's explanation of t.~e prima facie 

differences i.n their meaning from society to society is however 

different from Winchls. 

In considering vlhether or not any type of action can be 

called "z. good action" (in the usual sense of "good ll and not 

merely in its prudential sense 14 for example), she asks vlhether 

lSee P. \·Vinch. 'l'he Idea of a. Social Science. London: 
ROLl tledge and Kegan Paul, 1958, especially Chapters 1 and 2. 

2poot , "Goodness and Chcice", p.51 • 
.., 
.)On this point, notice particularly the frontispiece of 

h'inch' 5 book vlhere he has a quote from Lessing. 
, \ 

4poot docs not claim to be able to precisely define ""'hat 
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in any society the clasping" ·"of onE:' s hands three times an hour 

could be called a good action. To someone "'lho claims that it 

'is possible t6 find such an actidn virtuous, ~hc replies: 

"I think he ,,!ill find -that he has to cheat, and 
suppose that in the community concerned, the clasp­
ing of hands has been given some special significance 
or is thought to have some special e,ffect ... * .The dif­
ficul ty is obvious ly conDec'ted I;vi th the fact that 
1ili thou,t a special background there is no possibili ty 
of answering the question 'What!s the point?' •.•• It 
is surely clear that moral virtues must be connected 
wi tll human, g.ood and harm" and that it ,is qui te impos-­
sible to call anything you like good or harm. Consider 
for instance, the suggestion t:hat a man might say that 
he had been harmed because a bud;:et of I-later had been 
taken out of t.he sea. F.S usual, it vJCuld be possible 
to think up circumstances in which this remark Vlould 
make sense: for instance, when coupled l;'li th a belief 
in magical influences; but then the harm could, consist 
in what was done by the evil spirits, not in the taking , . 
of the wat~r from the sea."~ 

Thus, to continue using Slate's terminology, when "good" is 

used to qualify a term like "father", "1ia:r" or "action ll 

(in the moral sense of "good action") there are criteria of 

goodness laid dm'Tn in the meaning of that term v7hich limi t 

the applicability of IIgood ll to ±t-~that a good father care 

for his children. Of thE,se criteria there are II irnportant 

concept. If there is disagreement over these important 

cri teria, this iri1,plies that th.ere is disagreement over "vh~t 

-,--'._----
n the moral use of good" is, but assumes that despi t:e the c1ivey­
sity of such a use (in connexion ':lith dutYi ch2.ritYt courage, 
etc.) that all of ther:;, "raise moral issue:.;;;!! becausE~ they are 
connected i,vi th Ilmoral virtues ll

• 

1" Noral Beliefs H in ~;roc~~ings 
Soc i e tz I ( 19 .5 8 -- 59) I p. 9 4 . 

of the Aristotelian 
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constitutes an object A (Abraham, say) being subsumed within 

that concept (of father). E'oot holds that these important 

~riteria are limited by strict standards and are riot, as 

Hare supposes, open to individual decision or choice. Only 

by subsuming an action like c.lasping one ',s hands together, 

three times an hour, or running round trees anti-clockwise 

wi thin a further hierarchy of belief~-'-for example, that the 

point of such actions 'wai 'to placate the god~, or to save ona's 

mother from death by drowning-'-could they be described as good, 

in'a moral sense. Such uses, however, could hardly be ordinary 

uses of "good" which Hare claims to be inves·tigating. 

So far f so good; but since the notion of an importan·t 

criterion is itself an evaluative one, the obvious objection 

to Foot at this point is that, despite what she says, it is 

merely a matter of choice as to which criteria one counts as 

impor:tan t. 

To return to Slote, he admits that because "important 

criteria" is a value-term itself: 

"this introduces some flexibility into attempts to 
show the applicab:i.li·ty of t.he sort of terms that the 
, Ivleta--ethical' Theory of Important Criteria I (his own 
theory) deals with. "I 

At the same time he denies that hand-in-hand with such flexibi-

lity goes a merely ad hoc at.tempt to define the criteria of 

value-terms. How is this so? Probably, it must be realised 

that bo·th Foot and Slo·te are limiting their discussions to 

I"Value Judgements and the Theory of Important Criteria", 
p.98. 
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cases where "good ll and other value-terms are used in conjunc-· 

tion with a corrunon name (e .. g. father) .It is the meaning of 

this latter term which determines ·thecriteria of goodness, 

for example, "good father". Neither Foot nor Slate therefore 

is concerned \V'i th uses of "good" such as the fa I l'ovling : ." Good 

. for him!", "It would be good for John to go for a walk", "Good!lI, 

etc. Secondly, there are certain criteria which clearly do 

qualify as important criteria;· i.e., which do make a greater 

difference than others by their presence or absence as to 

whether Em object is to be called a father~and hence whether 

he is a good father. To use Slate's example in discussing the 

fineness of a person: 

"Whether a man is kind ·or not makes a big., an important 
difference· to the sort of person he is: if a man who 
is kind grows to be unkind (or vice-versa), a big change 
has taken place in him ... other characteristics-:""are just 
as clearly unimportant.. For example, 1ivhether a man is 
humble (or modest) about. the athletic provless of his 
children pretty clearly does not make much of a differ­
ence to the kind of person he is. III 

Whilst such disputes over the fineness of a person, unlike 

those over whether a ivhale is a fish2 are inca.pable of being 

definitely resolved there is nevertheless a rationale to moral 

dispute rooted in the criteria for value-terms. As we saW in 

the chapter on moral arguments, both ·the prescriptivist and 

the emotivist hold that because there is ,an analytic or concep-

l-b'd ~., p.103. 

2See H. Slate ( "The The or}:'" of Important Criteria", The 
Journal of Philosophy, LX~II (19~6), 219. 



tual relationship between a speaker's choice and his use of 

evaluative language ; no set of. descrip·t-ive statements abou-t 
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an object can logically entail a (set of) evalriative state~ 

emnt (s). This means. that an individual is not logically 

obliged to make a certain value-judgement upon having received 

certain factu~l information about an object. Their account 

is denied by Foot and Slote. In disagreements over whether 

a whale is a fish, agreement is reached by appeal to the 

authority of biologists to show the importance of such criteria 

as cold-bloodedness and ability to breathe water in the concept 

of fish-hood. In disputes of a value type, it {s clear that 

there are no compa.rable availa.ble and reliable scientific 

procedures for showing whether or' not humility for example is 

an important criterion of being a fine person, and hence to 

resolve dispute over whether A is a fine person. The different 

nature of this latter type of debate is shown by the fact that 

it may continue even where there is ho disagreement over 

relevant empirical facts, but over the importance of a certain 

criterion which both parties agree is absent in the person 

under discussion. It is simply t,hat one party considers humi-

lity as important. in considering' the fineness of persons--for 

example 1 because lack of humility 'tendE:d to negate a man's other 

virtues--'whilst the ot.her party considers other qualities 

such as honesty, important. The difficulty of resolving such 

arguments lies f then; in tIle fact tha.t there are no scientific 

procedures for determining the relat.ive importance of criteria 



67 

for value-terms, and not in the fact that there is an aspect 

of the making of value-judgements inaccessible to rationality: 
. ,:. 

UResolving disagreements about such questions as the 
importance of humility may involve getting people to 
see things differently, to notice and appreciate 
patterns and similarities that had previously gone 
unnoticed •.. " l 

In other words, that there is no scientific procedure for 

determining importance does not require one to deny that there 

is rationality of a different sort. 

Hare asserts that there c~n be such an appeal to anyone 

setting himself up as' an authority who can decide for himself 

what' are to co'(mt' as important criteria. He supposes a cactus­

importer2 who is the first to import cacti into a part;Lcular 

country. other people do the same. They are all able apparen-

tly to set up rival standards of goodness in cacti of their 

ov111 making. What Hare ignores, however, is that in setting up 

such standards there is a point in doing so, i.e., standards 

are set up for the purpose of making value-judgements about 

cacti as either ornaments, entries to horticultural shows, 

or as indoor plants, but not as writing implements or trench~ 

disgers ... 

nIt iS,true that in such cases a man who is in a 
special position can lay down si:andards quite arbi­
trarily, but he must be in the position of setting 
the competition, so t.hat when he ,says !This, is the 
mark of a good X' he means I This is the t:arget you 
are to. try to hit. i In one sense the man vlho is 

ISlote, "Value Judgements and the 'l'heory of Importan'c 
Criteria", p.I04. 

2Hare , La~~a':re of Horals-, p.96-97. 



allowed to' choose the target decides 'what shall 
be thecri teria of a good shot' j' but in another 
sense he does not.;, the criterion of a good shot 
is that it should hit the target, and'he merely 
chooses wha·t the target shall be." 

In the case of each:' 

"If they are to be used as ornaments, then good 
cacti must possess the kind of shape and colour 
that one finds pleasing or curious, and the cri­
teria of goodness are determined by the interest 
which we have in the things, and not by any stan­
dard set up by the importer." 1 
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In other words, even in cases where prima facie it seems as if 

we are free to choose our own standards to evaluate objects, 

there is nevert.heless a purpose in choosing such standards. 

This purpose is r~lated both to the nature of the object and 

to the types of things we expect from such an object. Thus 

a good X is one which fulfills the function (or in Aristotle's 

language,nthe work!!) of an X and !fot. one which fulfills the 

". 
purpose which an individual evaluai.:or Can chobs~._tg impose on 

that X. The function of an object is not the function the 

individual imposes on it, but the function imposed on it by 

most or all, as a result of the object's nature. 

"That most men must have a reason to choose good pens 
depends on the purposes "<;llhich we' take for granted in 
talki~g about good and bad pens at all.: 'V-le canno't 
suppose that the standard case is that of wanting pens 
for the cre&tion of blots or undecipherable marks with­
out dissociating pens from writing and changing the 
concept 'pen'. The necessary coilnexion lies here, and 
not in some convention about what the individual ~ker 
~ls~be .Fe~. t~ __ choo:?e J:.~_,...:he --.E..?~s the:~~.£9_:':1~2E.'. 1/ ~ 
(My italics) 

IFoot{ "Goodness and Choice", pp.S4-SS. 

2 b'd ~_~f p.S7. 
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Thus 1 there is a eortcep·tual relationship· not between 

an individual's· choice and his use·of evaluative language, 

but between that iangua.geand the meaning of the term desig~ 

nating the object which is being evaluated (more precisely, 

the crit:eria which an object is expected to meet) . 

In "Goodness and Choice i
., Foot frames her ·argument in 

terms of: 

r~the relations between the choices of the speaker 
and his use of the word 'good'! but it is clear 
that this is not a matter of any and every such 
use. Mrs. Foot is interested in the u~e of the 
word in what she refers to as 'it.' s proper eva­
luative sense,' (that vJhich it bears throughout 
all of its normal colloquial use). This means 
that though h~r discussions turn about the parti­
cular issues of the criteria of goodness, her 
crucial problem is in effect of the relationship' 
beh'leen any sort of evaluation and the individual 
decision or choice of the valuer. "1 

This much is clear, that if the meaning of evaluative terms 

in general, is fixed by common agreement about the worth of 

the objects designated by the terms referring to them, then 

the decision of the individual to abandon the conmlonly. accepted 

criteria will not be pertinent to our understanding w'hat "a 

good piece of coal!!, for example, is. Given that there is a 

cornmon social preference and a consensus as to what counts 

as "a.·good then it. is not a matter: of choice for the 

individual to opt for tha·t X which suits his ovm particular 

IMontefio:ce, IIGoodness and Choice" f Proceedings of the 
Aristotelian Society..!.. Supplementary Volume XXXv,--(1961) I p. 6-8:'-9. 
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purposes and then call it "a good X". As we saw in thEa pre~ 

vious chapter and from Hare's example of the cactus importer, 

he believes it possible for: 

"someone (to) seize O.n anything he likes as the 
criteria of goodness and badne~s, justifying his 
use of the ~vord I good I by pointing to his c)I,vn 
choices. ,,1 

As Foot and Montefiore point out, his account is incorrect 

because: 

"Within each society the goodness of coal is settled 
by t_he purposes for "vhic11 coal is used, while outside 
such a context it is not clear how anyone could talk 
about coal as good or bad at all .... Just as we can­
not consider the question 'Is this coal?' without 
-taking into account the use which we have for coal, 
so we cannot consider the criteria for goodness in 
books and pictures 'without noticing the part which 
literature and art play in a civilization such as 
ours.,,2 

This is not to deny that in a different culture coal might be 

used for differen-t purposes, like ornamentati.on I nor that 

people might have different interests in works of art {regard-

ing them rather as we regard wallpaper}: but that if this 

were so, evaluations of these objects would be made with respect 

to these further purposes or interests, and not to any Ylhich 

a particulal~ individual might think of. Only within the con-

text of the purposes expected of a p~ece of coal (in our 

society tha't it is economical and burns well) or of a work of 

art (that it has certain aesthetic qualities) ,is it meaningful 

to ev~luate such objects. 

l~bid. I p.53. 

--_ .. __ ._----.---------, 
2 1, . ~ 
_~~9.. 1 p.52. 
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The most obyious ~bjection~to Foot's denial of the 

thesis that a spe,~keJ:.- I s choices are either a necessary or a 

sufficient condition for his use of II good" or Hbadl! is that' 

one may say---"'l'his' is a good A for mypurposes"--when these 

purposes are quite at odds with the commonly accepted ones 

for good A IS. A fully-fledged individualist or lib.eral will 

find such statements far from extraordinary. As was stated 

in the section on moral argument, it is far from clear that 

such a thorough-going viel'1 of the individual as able to use 

moral discO.u:rse according to his self-made rules is even a 

conceptual possibility. Many people claim to do this--to use 

moral terms, and hence to act, in a completely free manner, 

but when pushed back far enough they will probably fall back 

on such a principle as "everyone is entitled to do his' own 

thing" 1 or they will be using evalua'tive ter~s in a non-moral 

sense. Neither of these positions, I think, qualifies as a 

moral p.osition. This is indeed the case, I think, with both 

emoti vism' and prescripti vism--that, wha.,t they refer to as 

moral 'evaluation is no· such thing, but is so emptied of con-

t'ent that it is far from recognisable as moral discourse: 

"the emotivists and the prescriptivists ... give us a 
false account of what authentic moral dis60urse was, 
but a true account of the impoverished meaning's 
which evaluative expressions have come to have in a 
society where a moral vocabulary is increasingl::l , , 

e:rnptied of content." L 
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, " 

Does Fbot wish to imply that there is no relation 

between a person's preferences and his use of moral discourse? 

Clearly not 

lithe reason why someone choosing an A may 'be 
expected' to choose good A's rather than bad A's 
is that our criteria of goodness for any class of 
things are related to cert.ain int.erests that some­
one' (or most men) has in these things. When some­
one shares these interests he \~7ill have reason to 
choose the, good A's; otherwise. not."l 

vvhat Foot succeeds ~n showing in "Goodness and Choice ll 

is that when :lgooo" is used to qualify functional terms of 

varying strength, the functions of these terms determine the 

meaning that "good" has when used in such a context. As such, 

it is a quite unambitious thesis when used to explicate the 

meani-ng of "good knife", 'lgood bea.n" I "good root.", Bgood 

city", etc., but t:alk of "the functions" of a friend, a father, 

a daughter or a man, su~gests a conceptual scheme viewing 

such people as mere automata fulfilling or failing to fulfill 

their roles or functions: rather as clocks are expec·ted to 
. ' 

keep time. We are reminded of Sartre's waiter in the cafe, 

a.cting· in bad faith by accep·ting his role as waiter r but not 

as an individual human being. We do not indeed, ordinarily 

talk of the functions of friends, fathers, or even of farmers, 

lawyers, or ",rai ters f though \Ve may talk of their duties. 'rhis 

brings me back _to a point concerpins Foot's discussion of the 

meani~g of ."good father". 

_____ . __ , _.M. ____ _ 

lf~ot, Theories of Ethics,! (Oxford University Press,1967) 
p. 9. 
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Implied in her account of "good father" is a distin~ 

ction which Foot dqes ,.!lot herse1.f IJlC1k~ between the biological 

and cultural sense of being a father. Clearly, there is a 

sfrictly defined bleod-relationship bet\'Jeen a father and his 

children, which can be scientifically verified. Hm,,'ever f in 

precisely those cases where such a test is needed and), let us 

say, established in a paternity suit, we should wish to 

withold juc1ge:ment. that a man who had left the mother before 

the birth of their child was a good father. This is precisely 

because being a father has certain duties in our society--

that he look after the vlelfare of both his 'trife ahd children. 

If he fails to fulfill ~hese duties he will not be a good 

father. Indeed, of such a man w(·~ might u::~e the colloquial 

expression "He is no father to his children". Moreover, it 

is clear 1 as Winch points out., that: the duties attached to 

fatherhood are historically and culturally relative--if a 

present-day father were to sacrifice his first-born son, we 

would lock him up--although caring for his children seems 

always t.o hav.e been one. of t.lle duties ascribed to fatherhood I 

viz. Jehovah and t.he II children' of Isrccel". It is in t.his 

cultural sense that "father" coul.d be called a moral term, 

since it requires value-laden standards to determine whet.her 

someone falls within the ca.t:eaorv of father (and hence "aood -' ... -' 

father"). Although these standards are value-lao.en, it is 

not too difficult to differentiate between good and had fat.hers 

despi t.e the vagu8ness of the concept II caring for one 's child·~ 

ren." We all do kr.ow lilihat types of actions this involves .. 
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However, I believe that caring for one I s chLkd-

ren is a necessary but n9t"'ctl sU.,;t:.f.J.t9ientcondition for being a 

,good father unl.ess it becomes such a vague notion that i·t 

encompasses all other duties tha:t a fa't.her has. 

By grounding her theory of evaluation outside the 

choices of the individual, Foot is attacking any form of 

individualism in ethics like Hare's. The nature of such 

individualism, ;;"hich I shall call liberalism, is explicat:ed 

in t,he next chapter. This type of theory is threatened 

"even by one which ventures no further afield than 
those of his (the individual's) own preferential 
attitudes which are beyond the indi.'vidu.al' s control 
ana 'tvhich he must accoun·t as fac·ts aruong the other 
fact.::s of his vvorld. It is certainly th1.-ea-tened by 
any objectivist theory, even by one for which the 
worth of the individual as such,is high on its list 
of objective values i for aL:-eady his evaluative 
choice is thereby restricted. And it is threatened 
in what is perhaps the clearest way of all by theo­
ries which see the bases of some of even perhaps of 
all values in COITUTlOn social preference and purpose. 
This .• iis in effect the threat presented by Mrs. 
Foot. IJ 

For the individualist to be able to defend his position 

ag'ainst Foot's onslaught, i·t is clear that. there are two basic 

conditions which he must satisfy. 

1.) He niust be able to repo:t-t any 1~cm9-(~' of facts' about pens 

and fa·thers etc. withou·t becoming entangled in functionally 

descriptive language inr at least, Foot's strong sense. 

Such language necessarily involves him in certain evalua-

tions as we have seen above. It must, in other wo:r:ds T be 

lAlan Montefiore, 92-.-:.E.~!:.: pp.68-69 .. 



possible to replace every use of a fu..n:ctional word with 

a non-functional one, thus enabling one: 
~ ~ .. ,~ '-: ., ~ .' 

lito establish that t.:he sta.ndpoint of common evalua­
tion is ... always a'merely contingent standpoint, 
one from which he is in principle free to dissa­
sociate himself at will. Ill. 
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Hare2 cites the ca.se of a charger which f as a horse, sees 

no reason to take upon himself the fW1ctions which he has 

as a charger. Similarly 1 as a man ,one ma.y v.;ish to dis-

charge those duties which are part. of being a father or a 

farmer. Now it is clear that one's preferences, purposes 

and attitudes may conflict and one may prefer to discard 

those obligations wl·th which one i as a horse or a man I is 

usually attributed. However, because in the case of the 

cha:r..-,ger it is po::.;sibh:: to d2fin(~ the term "charger" in a 

non-func·tional iljay as "a soli.d-hoofed perissodactyl quad-

ruped, having a flov.ring mane and tail", this does not 

imply that S1.1Cb. hypothetical replacement of functional 

terms is in fac·t possible in all case.s. It seems unlikely 

that one could use language in as many and diverse ~!:jays 

without the use of functional terms. It would be to beg 

the quest.ion on Foot I s behalf to say that from "the exp:r.."es-

sion II a good Xl! (".,here X is a functiona.l term) t.he criteria 

of t.lle" goodness of an X could not now be inferred from the 

---------------
]. Tl-, • d' 77 ..::...::.~.:..-.::.' I p. . 

2 H Geach: Good cmd E'ilil", .An.alysis, Vol 17, No.5, p .. lll. 
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meaning of a non-·functional term desig'nating X, thus 

sho",lingth9.t,th.e us~s of language. are diminished in 

number by using non-functional definitions. Neverthe-

less l Hare is, by advocating .r~placement of actual func­

tional terms vV'ith non-func'tional ones, not making a.n 

enquiry into how language is ordinarily used, which is 

his claim. 

2) "This second requirement is more general, for 
it relates also 'co ·those cases in which the 
socially accepted standards are yet not esta­
blished in common descriptive concepts. HI 

He has to shmV' that a system of language and of COInmon 

value exists in which individualism is already en·trenched 

as a social possibility. Alan Montefiore claims that, the 

second conditj,on is closely related to the distinction 

between preference and value. It is clear that any new 

member: of society is taught to distinguish between his 

mV'n individual preferences, pUrpOS(3S and attitudes I and 

those which confront him as external to these, coming"f:nml 

the outside world", whether these be from social agreement 

or from a higher realm. 

" .•. we teach him the v.se of the terms in presenting 
him with standards of value as if we were presenting 
him with facts. 'lalues f the approval and disapproval 
which most mat.ter and which claim his recognition as 
his own, a.rc:; distinguished from his own personal pre­
ferences and purpo~es both by their source and by 
their superior importance .... 'l'he situation is compli-

p.76. 
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cated,'however, if highest among the values of 
his society is a respect.' for m.e individual as 
such. There is now a new lesson to belearn·t; 
that i~ certa:L:n: circumstances' 'at a~y rate the 
prefeierides and purpo~es'of tha individual have 
their ovm evaluative worth. "1 
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I hope to have shoiAm in C:hapter Two that fully fledged situa-· 

tionalist ethics is a self-contradictory doctrine. 

In one'sense~ however, to accuse the individualist of 

inconsistency is to'ignore the fact that it is because of his 

regard for the individual as having a worth beyond all others 

"a fully vigorous version of the doctrine of no !ought' 
from an 'is' becomes an essential feature of any such 
thorough-going individual. ism. Its acceptance is the 
'only guarantee that there can be' no observa·tioYr of fac·t 
by which the individual values might be committed one 
~ilay or anotheJ:", not even the observatiqn of his own 
standing disposi t.ions, for values, so the doctrine en-· 
sures, not only permit, bu·t . effectively demand a freshly 
chosen enc1ors.8rnen'c,II1odificat.ion or renunciation for 
every new evaluation. It is thus destructive of any 
concept of decisive authority in the matter of. evalua­
tion; it alonE: secures the· individual. c:w i:he mas'cer of 
his own evaluative fate .. When the individualist incor­
porates it as a principle of the very logic of his lan­
guage, he rules out any would-be-non-individualist sys­
tem of values as stric·tly unintelligible as' sW:::h. "2 

As a principle of logic, the individualist's no "ought" from 

an "is 11 ensures tha.t: this is neutral a~ regards anything which 

might .. 8ount as· a value-judgement. :For ·the individualist, th.ere-

fore, his position is not.n~erE:ly ()p.e"_ ~valuat.ive perspective 

amongst· many, bu·t is the only intel.ligible one possible. However, 

it is baseci. upon one particular view of man and his position in 

the world. As Montefiore puts it~ 

l~bi<;"!.r p.76-77. 2.!.l=dd., P • 69 . 



"The individualist: who unc1el"stands the nature of his 
position will understand that its maintenance as even 
a conceptual possibility depends on t~e maint~nance 
of a certain 't:y"'pe" 6'£ socie'ty.' ThHf is' a type of 
evaluation that at any rate presupposes a certain­
situation of fact."l 
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Despite its dubious character individualism has wormed itself 

into the rotting timbers of Western culture I and t.herefore it 

is important to give it fuller shrift than I ha.ve until now' 

granted it. 

IIbid., p,,79. 



CHAPTER 4 

THE ROOTS OF ETHICAL INDIVIDUALISM 

In "Goodness and Choice", as in all of her writings to 

date, Foot employs arguments that are levelled at a form of 

liberalism in ethics. According to her, moral evaluation and 

the way we use both evalua'cive and moral concepts , does not 

rest ultimately on the choice of the individual who is making 

the evaluation. Moral discou:t~se I like all othel:' types of 

language, has strict rules of use, which, if transgressed, 

result not in a new but a mis-use of that language. Hare, in 

paJ::-,ticular I strcs;..;(Sc ... thc dynamic na'cure of .IT.oral lang'uage I 

showing how such expressions as "eligible bachelor" cease to be 

used evaluatively 'Ylhen used according to, astrict convention 

or where the evaluative meaning of a vlOrd like "g'ood" or !trig'htl! 

is used to bring about a change in the descriptive meaning of 

such expressions as "good house", or "good str.awberry". In this 

way, by cornrnending different propertie's of houses· and 'stra~\7-­

berries, different criteria come to be used in making such 

evaluations. I~plicif in this accotint is the vie~ thit mor~l 

language is essentially dynamic and is capable of change as a 

result of the least change in the desires apd purposes of the 

individual evaluator. 

79 



In, general, Foot's case is one 

"against those for whom all evaluation is essentially 
dependent on the preferential choices .of the indivi­
dual valuer ( 'thus -against ';-lhat is, as far as values are 
concerned, an extreme form of individualism."l 
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Hare, -then, by making a radical distinction between the evalua-

tive and descriptive meaning of an evaluative word already im-

plies thctt the individual can choose to use its evalua'tive 

meaning according to those desires and preferences ';-lhich he 

himse,lf counts as important, to effect a change in the des-

criptive meaning f thus chang-ing both the standards of evalua'-

tion and the descriptive meaning of an evaluative term accor-

d~,.to his own self-chosen preferences. What ex3.ctly does 

such a view imply ,and from where does it stem? 

Hare is interested, as are most of the present-day-

Oxford school of philosophers, in the ordinary language of the 

man in, the street as helpful in the solution of philosophical 

problems. vvhatever may be the complex reasons for such a 

philosophical study 2 it must be realised that, by concentrating 

their analytical tools upon "or.'dir~_ary 1ang'uage" I the conclu-

sions reached by philosophers wil.l necessarily reflect the 

standards and concep'tual scheme embedded in this language. 

They will, therefore, be conventional (i.e., reflecting the 

--------------'----

lAlan Hontefiore, "Goodness and Choice", p.68. 

2See particularly J. L. Aus,tin, "The 1.1eaning of -a v'lord" 1 

and Gilbert Ryle I "Ordinary Language II and uThe Theory of Mean-" 
ing"; in C.E. Caton (ed.) E.h:Llo~...:~i and Ordinary Language, 
Urbana: Univ. of Illinois Press, 1963. It seems intuitively 
clear to me that an activity such as Bareis which claims to be 
a "morally !leu'tral" anC'.lysis of (ordina,ry) moral language \,vill 
simply report t~e values embedded in such language. 
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linguistic atmosphere of·l.he perl.o'cl) . If the task of ethics 

is conceived as: 

" •.. the logical study of the lcmguage of morals ,,1 . 

and this language is the one spoken by "everyman", then the 

conclusions reached by moral philosophers will be of the type 

of which everyman would approve: 

"I don't accuse the Oxford Moralists of believing. 
th·at it is good t.o have a. lavi like the one by which 
certain proceedings of local a.uthorities can't be 
challeng'ed on grounds of fraud on their part or any 
of those things. I sa.y that they teach a philosophy 
Tllhich is in keeping' with a time of y,rhich such things 

·aTe ·characteristic. Someone believing their.philo­
sophy is at liberty to justify such things, and no 
one believing their philosophy can hold that there 
is any solid certainty as to their badl1ess. n 2 

Elsewhere the same author leads an all-out attack on Oxford 

Horal Philosophy because I in the ',vak~~ of those such as Mill, 

it, like conventional mo.ralities,. places too. heavy an emphasis 

upon the consequences rather than the nature of an ac·tion. 

"Thus, both in the university and outside, people 
are surely gett.ing rid of the merely legalistic and 
unphiloso~hical notion of the 'nature and quality of 
an act.'. Ii j 

.Moreover., ' .. 

"-It is a necessary feature of conseqUtent.ialism. that 
it be a shallow philosophy. For there are always 
borderline cases in ethics. Now if you are an ,Aris­
totelian, or a believer in divine law, you will deal 

----.---. --------

2G.E.lYl. Anscombe, IILe·tt.ers ·to the editor", The Lis tene:r::. , 
(Feb.28, 1957), p. 349. 

3G;,E.I1. &''1scQmbe, 
the Youth? If ( 'I'he IJistener 

llDoes Oxford Moral Philosophy Corrupt 
(Feb.14, 1957){ p.267. 
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wi·th borderline cases by .. considering .whether: doing 
such'and such in "Such and such circumstances is, 
say murder for. is·. an act of injustice i and according 
as you decide it is Dr it isn't, you jqdge it to be 
a: thing to do or not. This would be the method of 
casui~trYI and while it may lead you to stretch a 
point at the circumference, it will not permit you 
to destroy the centre. But ... the consequentialist, 
in order to be imagining borderline cases at all has 
of course to assume a' sort of law or standard accor~ 
ding to which this is a borderline case. Where then 
does' he get this standard from? In practice, the 
answer invariably is, from the standards current in 
his society or his circle."l . 
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Anscombe's criticism then, .is that contemporary moral philosophy 

in the form taken by Hare especially, merely reflects rather 

than influences ~r criticises present-day values, H~re and 

others by ~llowing con~tan~ modification bf principles so as: 

"to effect the ends you choose to pursue,,2 

. preach "a way of life" which amounts to no. more ·than conformity 

to ·theworld. While they'Cvould deny· that thei]:" aim was to 

preach "a way of life" at all, but merely to invest.igate the 

logical charac·ter of e:valuati ve discourse ,an acceptance of 

"ordinary language i, as the norm to be studied is an impli~d 

acceptance of the values subsumed in such language. If 

fu'1scombe I S criticisms are i,vell~-founded, as I believe they are, 

then to understand better what Foot and she are attacking, I 

shall attempt. t.o investigate the nat.ure of cont.emporary values 

in Western' society. It is possible that then we shall see 

more clearly the differences be.tween the views held by Hare 

IG.E.:l4. A..11.scornbe, "Modern l\llora.l Philosophy" 1 Philosophy, 
33_, (1958)~, 11. 

2Hare , !::.§.!.~.g~age of Morals, p.62. See also pp.74-75. 
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and Stevenson on the one' s-ide ,·and those of Foot and Anscombe 

on the other. 

I have described Foot's article "Goodness and Choice" 

as an attack uport liberalism in ethics. What exactly does this 

mean? By'''liberalism'' I mean: 

"a set of beliefs which proceed from the cen-tral 
assumption that the essence of man is his freedom­
and therefore that 'what chieflv concerns man in 
this life is to shape the world as we want it."l 

As such, the doctri'ne is the most cornmonly accepted in contem-

porarywestern capitalist society, andrri.~rs_t particularly in 

North America~ The principles of liberalism' are those of the 

vast majority and particularly, and most importantly, of those 

wi th control in these s'ocieties. It reveals itself in such 

statements as the follmving! published by the governors. of 

Col.umbia University, New York City: 

"'l'hrough such a study of our past, values emel:-gei 
that we live in a free society ... and that in a cli­
mate of experimental science I technology and ·libe:r:al­
capi talist inst:i tutions I man. seeks to sho_pe his world 
to achieve welfa.re for himself and for constantly 
gYm'ling members of the human race." 2 

Liberalism stems £ro~ a line o£ thought that can truli be 

called "modern" because a~l of the thinkers in that line were 

agreEfd upon their rejection of the classical view of man. It 

is not possible to give a complete history of liberalism in 

the context of this thesis I but to understand hmv and whence 

lGeorge Grant I .:!~~chnology and Emfli:r:e 1 'I'oronto: Anansi I 
1969,r p.114 n. 

2Frorn Columbia. Universi t.y' s r·eport on its new' course on 
Western Civilization, 1917, quoted in Old Mole, a RadicalBi-
Weekly (Sept. 26 - Oct. 9, 19(9). --------
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the doctrine arose is esselltial in nnderstanding cont.emporary 

reactions to it like Foot's; I shall identify the itart of 

moderni ty with the philosophical wri t.ings of Thomas Hobbes .. not 

by an arbitrary fiat but because contained in his work is a 

conscious rejection of classical ·poli-tical and scientific 

thought which, coupled together, produced a new view of man ahd 

his position in the uni ve-rse. 'l'o vieY.J. him as the founder of. 

liberalism may seem strange since he is usually associated with 

the doctrine of absolute monarchy. This is so. However, his 

work is distinc·tly "modern" in that Hobbes in his analysis of 

society placed the emphasis on the .individual' s nC).tur.::tl rights 

and not on his duties with which t.he classical political 

philosophers were so concerned. l 

The tradition which Hobbes ati:ached held there. to be 

an order in the universe and· that the right or correct action 

consists in attuning itself to that order. Human reason, the 

tradition held, i$ .. able t.o. discover the. order. in the universe 

because the order is ra.tionC';3.l. . In cho"osin.g .their ·purpo:;:;es l 

. human beings must recognise that if these purposes are to be 

the right ones l they must comply to the place mankind as a 

whole holds wi thin the framework of universal lav.7 . This law' 

is quite independent of hU111an beings. T'\vl) sets of assump-tions 

are implied in this theory: firstly, about the universe in 

---.---.. ---
lsee Leo Strauss ~ NatL.l.ral Ri..9!lt and Histo:st ( Chicago: 

Chicago University Press, 195~Chapter-5:--_._-_. -
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general, and secondly, about man and the way he should live. 

The tradit,ion held, as we have seen; that the universe 

is a cosmos rather than a chaos--that it is held in being by 

reason. This view of the universe as a chain of beings held 

together by a mind, must be understood in order to see that 

the moral theory of transcendental natural law arises from it . 

. Arist.otle, for example, held that belief in such a mo.ral law 

depends ultimat:ely on hm'1 we, interpret the movements of the 

stars. That is to say tha't if we deny tha.t the planets in t,heir 

movement have a final cause, or an ultimate purpose, we shall 

also deny that there is any purpose or lar.~7 governing human life. 

Thus, natural law, as the basis of human morality, rests on 

certain metaphysical kno\<71edge of, such things as "t.he nature of 

man", Hthe order of the universe" and "final causality". If f 

and only if, there is an end .. or ultimate purpose. to the universe 

and hence to man as part of the universe, can there be natural 

lavT in the pre-Hobbesian sense. 

The assumption·'abou·t human beings is that there is a 

human nat.ure COTIlInOn to all men. The, distinguishing feature of 

manls nature is his reason. As Aristotle tersely put it, man 

is the "zoon echon logon", ,the animal possessing reason (or 

speech). v.7i th regard to human actions, r::l.an has ,the' power to 

determine for himself the ends which are right for him. The 

supreme good for:' man is. to Ii veaccording' to his nature, vlhich 

will b~ to live accordin~ to the dictates of reason. Man's 

nature is also social; t.hat is! he is so constituted that he 
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cannot live except in a conununity. Man!s sociability, however, 

stems no-t from a calculation of the pleasures which he expects 

to deiivefrom associating with other humans, but £rom the 

mere pleasure of association, since the perfection of his nature 

includes perfection of the social.virtue, justice. 

Hobbes' assumptions about man, nature and society we.re 

quite different from those of his predecessors. Living in an 

age in which the new physical science of Galileo, Copernicus, 

Huyghens and Harvey were in -the process of rejecting Aristotelian 

teleological science, Hobbes was clearly influenced by the 

resoluti ve--composi ti ve method '11hic11 was at the heart of this 

new science. This method enabled the scientist to start with 

an observable phenomenon, resolve this into its distinctive and 

qualifiable characteristics I and then deduce, in an analytic 

manner, the consequences of the mathematical relations holding 

between these elements. By using the resolutive--compositive 

method I the scient~ist. begins 'Ylit:h a phenomenon knmvn via the 

senses which he transforms from a confused set of unknowns and 

non-self-evident causes into an intelligible and coherent sys-

·tern of mathematical relations. In this way the scientist 

axiomatises_his subject matter. 

Whet_her: or not the resolutive,--'compositive method det.er­

mined Hobbes' political and moral science is a point of conten-U_on. l 

.-------------.---
~ 

-'-In opposition to Leo Strauss 'i'lho holds that :HHobbes I 

political philosophy is really, as its originator claims, based 
on a knowledge of men 'which is deepened and corroborated by the 
knowledge and self-examination of the individual and not on a 
generai scientific or meta.physical theory.il The Political 
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That he made use of it is not. In the Preface to De CiveJ he 

say's: 

....... -.-~ 

"Concerning my method ... I took my beginning from 
the very walks 'of civil government and thence pro­
ceeded to its generation and form" _and the first. 
beginning of justice; for everything is best under­
s~ood by its constituent causes .. Fo~ as in a watch 
or some such small engine, the matter, figure and 
motion of the wheels cannot well be knovlil i except 
it be taken in sunder and viewed in parts: so as 
to mak~ a m9re curi9us search into the rights of 
states, and deities of subject_s j' it is necessary· 
... tha't they be so considered as if they were dis­
solved." (My italics) 

Hobbes thus resolves civil society into its physical parts--

soli tary ineii viduals dra"l.VD. tog'ether no·t by their social nature 

but by -their fear of death and their desire fOr povlerover 

others. He imagines away the factors of authority and justice, 

vlhich in fact exist, thus "idealising" the .human situation in 

just the same way as Galileo imagined ai,vay the factor of fric-

tion in his work o~ bodies. Thi~, then, is his state of nature 

without the shelter of au.thority exis·tent in societ,y, which 

lulls men into forgetting·th~ evils which would accompany the 

disappearance of tha't authority. In the state of nature, which 

is a state of war: 

"the life of man is solitary, poor I. nasty, brutish 
and short."l 

By reminding men 

!,hi}0~02b..Y o:L Ho..ebes f trans. Elsa M" Sindair, Oxford: Clarendc:)il 
Press, 1936, p.29. J.W.N. l"iai:kins advances the thesis ,that It 
was so determined. See· "poli tj.cs _and Philosophy in Hobbes-", 
Philosophical Quart.el~~, 1955. 

2Leviathan I Vol. III of Sir ldilliara Moles\'lOrth, ed., The 
En.slish wc:;r.:kS-~_f .1'Eom~s Hobbe~.J p. 63. 



"of what they know alr-::,u:;,r,:1y 1 or may know by their 
own experience"l 

Hobbes prods them into real'ising that the state which he 

describes in Leviathan is the "just one. 
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His next task after resolving civil society into its 

component elements (individual wills) is to reconstitute ·civil 

society in terms of those elements. The universal principles 

which govern human behaviour provide the sole premises from 

which the right state or Leviathan, governed by a single ruler 

with absolute power, is subsequently reconstructed. Where~s 

Aristotle had seen virtue as the: .primary moti v-e of all huma.n 

action, Hobbes saw the passions as·the overruling arbiter of 

human ac"tion. Of these, the two strongest are vanity, which 

is the SOli.:tce of mart.' s striving after power, .and fear of violent 

death 1 such as takes pJ.ace in the s·i:ate of natu:t"e r which he 

considered the sufficient motive for all right behaviour,2 

and the source of .all mOl"ali ty. These principles of behaviour 

are the reconstructive causes of the state. The conception of 

natural law which is present in Hobbes' work is in k~eping with· 

the method. He defines natural·· law as: 

"A general precept or rule, found out by reason, by 
which a man is forbidden to do that wh.ich is destruc­
tive of his life, or take·th away the means of preser­
ving the same." 3 

lElements of LavT, Vo1.I of Molesworth, op.cit., .p.2 

2See L. strauss, OP~jt'l Chapter VII, esp. pp.llO-115. 

3!;eviathal1.r Vol. III of Holesi,wrth I ~~ci t. I Chap .14. 
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Unlike the Greek conceptioh of natural law or natural order, 

this is not a transcendental law to which man must attune 

himself by the use of his reason, because Hobbes' method will 

~ot permit an appeal t6 such norms, but requires that psycho-

logical axioms alone provide the premises for a rati.onal 

reconstruction of. the state. Men are not by nature social, 

btit are made so by their fear of violent death. Only if coup-

led with' this fe~r, will reason be able to discover such natural 

If they are not to be transcendental, but are some kind 

of imperative which is both prior to political authority and 

found out by reason, ~nd if psychological axioms are ~he only 

permissable principles, then natural laws must be hypothetical 

imperatives deduced from psychological principles, instructing 

us what we must do if we are to be consistent with our own 

nature. I Sin<;:e all men shun unnatural or violent death 

"by a certain impulsion of nature f no less ·than 
that 'V"hereby a stone moves dO'ilffiward;" 

the laws of nature d'ictate 

"those .' duties t.hey are necessarily to perform to­
wards othe.rs in order to prE~serve their o~m preser­
vation."2 

IEven'if the resolutive.-compositive method did not de­
termine the form of Hobbes' political science in this way, his 
conception of civil society is still built upon his psychology. 
stra.us·s -claims that: . 

"It \-vas Iv1achiavelli f that greabeJ::' COltlliL1.bUS, who had 
discovered the continent on ;,'/hieh Hobhes could erect 
his structure. 11 (Natu£9-1 Right and Hist.o,£Z, p.177) 

Machiavelli, says Strauss ( rejected classical political philosophy 
which concei vee tl1.e correcb'v-lay of ans.~r8ril1g the questi.on of 

the right order of society to be ·in terms of how men ought to live, 
replacing it with 11ov'l.men act.ually live. 

2De Ci ve ( Vol. II of HoleS\'lO.:rth, 9'p-"_ci t J p. 2 
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Thus, these natural laws w"ill be analogous to. the conception 

of natural law in Galilean natural sci"ence, since they describe 

hypothetical facts: what men would do (and, in fact, do) if 

they appreciate what is good for them and act accordingly. It 

should be noticed that while he rejected the classical concep-

tion of natural law, Hobbes retained the notion of a common 

human nature from which could be deduced natural law. The 

beli,ef of liberalism that man is free to make himself what he 

himself wills has not yet been reached in Hobbes, but the way 

to it has been paved by his rejec~ion of the classical notion 

of man's static place within an ordered cosmos. 

We can see that Hobbes' fundamental natural law--that 

of self-preservation: 

"that every man ought to endeavour peace, so far as 
he has hope of obtaining it, and when he cannot obtain 
it that he may seek and use all helps and advantages of 
war. " 

is a right which every man has, and any duties which he may 

be obliged to perform--to the sovereign, for example--will be 

conditional upon the existence of that natura~ right. Hence, 

in the state of nature (the condition of mutual fear) where no 

such right is secured, no such duties are imposed upon man, and 

he has a right to everything--every action is permissable. l 

IThis point is somewhat contentious. Professor H. 
Warrerider claims that there were, for Hobbes moral duties for 
man in the state of nature. I thi:nk this is just a mis-inter­
pretation." Even, however,if Warrender's point is accepted, I 
think he would be wrong to conclude from it that Hobbes is 
much more of a political moralist than he is usually taken for. 
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This orientation on rights also accounts. for Hobbes' statemen·t 

that ""hen· called upon to f~ght for the st_ate: 

"there is allowance for na·tural timourousness. II 

It is this emphasis upon the.individual as the founding element 

upon Ttlhich society is built, and the ensuing rights which, as 

such an element r every individual has, that marks Hobbes as 

t.he initiator of libE?ral democracy. Not only is the individ-

ual free within certain limits (i.e.i not thr~atening the r~ghts 

of other individuals) to be what he wants in civil society! it 

is society's task to protect him if his na·tural self--pres.erva-

tion is threatened. That ·this emphasis on the importance ·of 

the safety a.nd well-being ·of t.he individual is a rejection of 

Aristotelianism can be seen from a statement of Aristotle's: 

"And that end, in politics as 'l1ell as in e·thics 
Can only be the good for man. For even if the 
good of the comJ.lluni toY coincides 'iv'ith that of t.lle 
individual, the good of the community is clearly 
a greater and more perfect good both to get and 
to keep. Thi~ is not to deny that the good of 
the individual is worthwhile. But wha.t is good 
for a nation or a city has a higher, a diviner 
quality. III . 

. Whereas 1 . in talking .of the position ylhich Foot is attacking I 

we read: 

"It is natural that those for whom the individual 
being presents a worth beyond all others should 
be led to treat him as the source not only of 
preferences but of values themselves. To face 
him with values that 'flere given to him as facts 
would be to restrict his freedom on the issues 
that were most important to him; it i;\lOUld be 

IThe Ethics, trans. J. A. K. Thomson. r Baltimore: Penguin 
Books 1 1953, --Book-I { p. 27 .. 



.self~defeating to co:nce.de that what is of· su­
preme import2l.llce is in some instances at least 
aft·er all .. abov::e and beyond tIle creative control 
of individuals a.s such."l 
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Only by asserting tha.t the individual is prior to civil society 

could Hobbes assert the primacy of natural.rights. The reason 

for this shift from man's duties to his rights can be seen as 

his wish to base analysis of the right social order upon how 

men actually behave. Since the right to self preservation 

expresses something that everyone actually desires, his account 

of the social order, defined in terms of the rights of man, is 

"realistic'" r i .. e., scientific. The implications of this shift 

however, run much deeper. 

The presupposition for Hobbes' concept of the state of 

nature is that man is exposed to the forces of nature, which 

are not ordered or ordering; thus, order is not innate in 

nature but is produced only by human volition. Only by changing 

the state of nature can man establish civil society--the state 

of nature is a condition of both mutual fear between men, and 

their common fear of chaotic'nature. Because there is no 

superhuman order in the universe--·hurnan ,,,,ell-being is dependent 

solely upon man's will--man can only bring order to the world 

by asserting himself in this ordering activity. Man's place in 

the universe is no longer set in a static position, but. he has to 

make that place for himself, and, as a res~lt, it can be broken, 

since there is no final purpose, or end, or "Good!! for man, as 

---_._-------------- ._--------_._-_. 
lAlan Montefiore, "Goodness and Choicei!, p.69. 
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Plato and Aristotle had supposed, in cultivating his ieason. 

Instead of occupy.ing himself vvi th, conterripl.a'tionof an ordered 

nature by the use of reason, it is more fitting for man to 

util~se and cult~v~te nature. As Str~uss puts it, man: 

IIhas to live not in gratitude r but in the serious 
and oppressive consciousness bf his freedom, of, 
himself as ~free being, of his capacity to free 
himself. .. man c.an assert Elinself only by increas ing 
and improving na·tpre r s deceptive, and niggardJy 
gifts by his labour and exercise and the more he 
makes ~ims~lf independent of nature by his labour, 
the further he draws away from nature, and makes 
the girts of nature disappear behind his own free 
activitYi 

the more highly is his labour to be 
'valued." , 

HQ1iv this is consistent with Hobbes I mechanistic-materialistic 

determinism is shown by the fact tha,t there are bm senses of 

"freedom" in ~me sense only of which Hobbes believed mankind,to 

be free.· Firstly. there.isman's ability to self-determination, 

or in moderri post:-Kantian terms r man I s freedom of the will. 

For those such as Aristotle such freedom was assumed in their 

discussion of ethics without ~ven needin~ deienc~.2 Hobbes' 

detetm~n{sm'denies any ~6ssibility of such fr~edom on the same 

grounds as the modern stimulus-,.response theories of behaviour-

ism. However;-: wha·t he does not deny is political and: soc·ial : 

freedom. To be free .... :::n this sense, man, has to .rid himself o,f 

the shackles which an indifferent nat.ure has chained to him.' 

ITh~i~li t~cal Phi~o~c!"PE.Y 0!'.Ji.2~b~§J p .125. 

2Se€~he Ethics, Book III, ~speciallY pp.77-82 



lilt is better andmo-re becoming to the' situation 
of man' to deny that freedom' (in the first sense) 
thec:i.retically by mechanistic physical sCience·,· 
and to assert it practically by the conquest of 
nature and particularly of human nature, with 
the help of that scierice. lIl 
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Coupled with, and indeed part of this wish to ov~rcome nature, 

is the rejection by the new physical sciences of the notion of 

final cause, vvhich enables man to tarnper with nature without 

fear of upsetting the order of the universe, which beset Greek 

science. Because everything is corporeal or.body, there _can.be 

no .telos or goal to the universe. Since the universe operates 

like. a gigantic machine, the concept of ·a purpose becomes 
.., . .. .' 

redundant. By studying the new mechanistic physical science, 

Hobbes was made'aware of its antithetical nature to Aristotelian 

. teleological science. Whether or not i tSffie·thod determined his 

moral and political science, 2. Hobbes was influenced in specific 

ways by it. For example, Galileo's discovery of the Law of 

_ Ip~rt.ia,. w.as cle.arly. the source. of his statement that al·l change' 

was a 6bangein·~atter. As Richard Peters puts- it: 

"The importance of Hobbes principle that 'there can 
be no causes ·of motion except in a body contiguous 
and moved 1 in its application to man as well as na­
ture, cannot be over-empha~ised~"3 . 

The Aristotelian view that everything moved towards its natural 

lStrauss, op.cit., p.125. 

2Strauss concedes (Ibid., p.136} that Hobbes' break with 
traditional political philosophy was.lldouhtless the result" of 

--his int:erest in mat.hematical and natural science. 

3H~bbes i Harnrnondswort.h! MiddleseX; Penguin -Books I 1961, 
p.84. 



end, or final cause, or law of development was destroyed by 

his simple :sta.teln~ntthat: 

"A final cause ha& no place but in stich things as 
have sense and willi and this also I shall prove 
to be an efficient cause. "I 
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Because Hobbes saw the chance to make his moral and political 

science truly scientific by using the method of this newly 

developed physical ~cience, the study of man and how he should 

act now made the self-same ass:umptions as that science. Man 

is to prescribe for himself what is just and virtuous according 

to his nature (i.e~, wh~t he wills) and is not to regard 

himself as part of an independent order. The results of this 

turn to the new science as a viable method in ethics is.not 

too difficult ·to guage. 2. IVloderni ty I which in ~vestern capitalist 

society is identifiable as liberal democracy, is characterised 

by the fact that modern '\V'estern man no longer believes· that· he 

can know what is good or be.d, right or wrong. This insecurity 

Eric Vbegeliri sees as follovis: 

"The death of the spirit is th~price of' progress. "3 

Stral~ss holds this to. be .a comp~:r:atively recE'nt phenomenon, 

resul.ting from modern man '.s belief in, -the .impos.sibility. of. 

doing political philosophy, in the classic-al (pre--Hobbesian) 

.------ .--~-----------. 

1 De Corpore: 1'hornas Hobbes, Malmesb~r~ensis, O:e.5:ra 
Philosophical editecrby Sir Willian Molesw·orth, London, 1839-45, 
Vol. II, p.132. 

2See Eric VoeS'elin, The New Science of Po.li·tics ( Chicago: 
Chicago Uni\.Tel:si.ty Press, 1952, .esp. pp.4-13, and ~ssim~ and 
also R.G. Collingwood, The Idea of Nature, Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1945, pp;i74-·177-.-----· 

3Voegelin, op.ci.t. 1 p.13l. 
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sense. 'iqhether this belief is held expl,icitly. by the majority· 
" -

of men is unlikely,- but ,it is at the .core of liberal ideology 

which governs both the nature and. direction of western Capita--

list society. The belief reveals itself in two forms: 

1) Because al.l knowledge which deserves. that name is scientific 

knowledge, value-judgements cannot be validated by science 

which concerns itself only with factual' Judgements; If the 

study of politics "is to be scientific then it must, by"defi-

nition, not pass value-jud~ements upon its subject-matter, 

but must merely record and analyse "political facts". As 

we" saw in the preceding chap£er, with refere~6e ~o Har~ es-

pecially in the li"ght of Hume' sdichotomy behle-en. the H is If 

and the "ought", modern moral philosophy also denies the pos­

sibilit~ 61 i~ss±pg'logically from factual to ~alue-judgements.l 

CI~ssical political philosophy presupposes precisely 

what Positivism denies---that value-judgements can be ration-

ally validated. 

2) A more -sophisticated view which denies such a radical distinc-

tion between fact and value, but asserts that "the pri~ciples 

of evaluation are not transcenderit, but vary from age to age. 

"~c90idlng tcibi~ioricism not only is the philosopher the son 

of his time, "and' the code of ethics which he advocates his-

torically relative, but so lik~wise are the values of any 

society. 

" " 

ISee Hare, Language of Morals, pp.28~29, and 94. 
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Foot and Anscomb&'r's'a.t't:aoik is levelled at a combina-"; 

tion of t.hese.two views"",~·tha.t there is no logical relation 

between statements of fact and statements of value, and that 

any moral pr.inciple 1;vhat-soever (e. g., "The judicial killing of 

innocent people is right") can be rationally upheld. Libera-

lism in eth~cs, by holding the individual to be the source of 

all values, allm,,:s him any licence to determ~n~. )?-is own set of 

values. Man, the potential conquerer of nature, is also "the 

master of his own evaluative fate". According .to Sartre: 

"If a man as· the .existentialist sees h-im i's notdefin­
able, it is because to begin with he is nothing. He 
will not be anything until later " and then he will be 
what he makes of himself~ . Thus, there is no human 
nature·, because -there· is. no God toha~te a conception 
of it. Man simply is. .Not. that he is simply what he 
conceives. himself to be, but he is .what he ,wills .... 

. rv:;'all. is .... 1'lO'I::11in9 else .but that \'lhich he Iucakl2S. ofhi.mself 
.... Thus the first effect 0.£. existe.nt:ialism is tha't 
it puts every man in possession of hi;;FJ.self as he is f 

and places the entire responsibility for his existence 
squarely upon his 'O';'1n shoUlders .... For if indeed exis­
tence precedes essence, one will never be able to ex­
plain one's action by reference to a qiven andspeci­
£ic hu~~n'riatuie; in 6th~r word~; t~eie is no deter- ' 
minism [in the second sense, mc:ntione,d a.bove]--man is 
free, man is freedom .... Furthermore, Jr can 'pronounce 
a moral judgement. For I declare that fr.eedom, in 
respect of concrete circ.urnstances 1 . can hp.ve no . other 
end or aim but, i ts'elf; and when once a man has seen 
that values depend upon . himself jr in that state of· for.,.. 
sakeness he can will only one thing, and that is free­
dom as the foundation of all values. "1 

Thus, we find striking similarities between otherwise antithe­

tical Oxford philosophy, in the form of prescriptivism and 

Con tinen·tal non~rationalism.' The individual l' C' 
~) alone respon-

lExistentialism and Humanism, trans. P. Mairet, London: 
Meth uen and Co, 193'8 ( pp-:-28 I --2-!r~3 4 (- and 51. 
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sible and 'free to choose his self~made value-system. As man 

progresses. toy.raJ::"q .t.b:i3.comple.t.e cQnqu~st of nature( his moral 

code will inevitably chang·etoo. This is as it should be. 1 

Wi·th. what are Foot.and Anscornbe replacing this liber-

alism? Because man is not 11 infinitely malleable" , a limi·t 

has to be set upon his perpetual and progressive drive to 

freedom, or at least it must be halte.d 'whilst he considers 

the purpdses for which the conquest of nature by technique 

is bein.g undertaken, and indeed, successfu.lly completed. 

Such, ~estions I however ,cannot be answered by modern science 

because it denies the. vi~.bili ty of the __ conc~' of pur;£?os~ 

wi thin its own domain:. Once Hobbes· had turned to the new' 

ethics and man . .! he denied the possibility of its answering 

such ql1estiol1s as "freedom from -what? II and "Fr:eedom for- 't.vhat? II 

Since man just is freedom, he must continually aetas a free 

being ,to assert h:i~: ovm freedom for no other purpose than 

. If 2 ltse . 

It is. clear. that bo.th Foot and Anscombe t in opposi tior), 

to both individualism and any Utilitarian theory of vi:r:tue 

hold thel"e to be certain actions. that are wrong in any circum--

stances whatever their consequences. Of these, Foot says: 

2George Grant( 9p.cit.( p.137-143. 
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"It is reasonable tos.ay. that. there are certain ac,tions 
that no, good corisequence~ could justify, e.g. torture 
or the Judicial conderrmation of. the innocent, and even 
those that say in some circums,tances even these things 
can be justified usually jib at the idea that we would 
have the right secretly to fake up a trial and then ha.ng 
an i.nnocent man, if by doing' so we could save the lives 
of bvo. nl . 

Anscombe,likewise, says: 

"If a procedure is one of judicially punishing a man for 
~vhat he is clearly understood not to have done I there 

. can be absolutely no argument about t.he description of 
this as unjust.' No circumstan6es, and no expected con­
sequences I which do not modlfy ,the descripti.on of, the 
procedure as one of judicially punishing a man for what 
he is known not t~ have done· can modify ,the description 
of it as unjust." 

. Foot I s ethical theory I v-lhilst explicitly opposed to 

Hare I S and any of a similar nature t:hat afford the individual 

the highest status in his choi.ce of moral codes, verges to-

wards Utilitari~ni.sm in its emph~sis on the importance of 

indi vidual and cormuon welfare as a criterion of moral g·oodness. 

How this is consistent with her belief th.c.,t certain actions 

are necessarily wrong can best be explained by contrasting 

how she, and Anscombe would support such a view. To do this, 

it is necessary, in turn, to refer to a distinction that was 

made in connection wi tIl the discussion of Hobbes' natural la'/T. 

Hobbes managed to 'turn the conception of natural lavl 

on its head by shifting 'the emphasis from the duties imposed 

on the individual by such a la~.11 to the rights which the indi-

ITrJ.eo:r:~l·e~.o~F.tn' l'CS D 13 - ~"- ~ ;. . r;:-· • 

2 ';Modern ~,1oral Philosophy", P .16 
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vidual r as a member of society was to. enjoy. Foo't r it is 

clear, would ~g.r.e.ewi·th Hobbes' that support for the existence 

of social norms and the place of the individual in society 

should come not from a higher realm, as the Greeks had 

supposed, but from considerations of a secular nature, such 

as human welfare, freedom and happiness. l Thus, Foot advo-

cates a system of ethics that is based upon a vie'N' of human 

nature that regards certain needs, wants and desires as 

essential to man as man. Only if human nature rema.ins con-

stant, however, will those things that count as injury or 

harm to the individual, or infringing upon his rights remain 

constant likewise. As an example of the absolute injustice 

of killing the innocent, Foot holds up the cowmonly held 

principle tha.t it is wrong to kill mental defectives for the 

purpose of medical research. 2 However, if man's conception 

of himself chatiges in the future towards that of a being 

having a certain minimum intelligence, then ment:al defectives 

will no longer enjoy their present rights but will be used 

for those purposes that man sees fit. What Dnce .appeared 

wrong in an absolute sense, will be part of man's history.3 

As man evolves, so will any code based. upon such a concep·tion. 

of himself, as Foot's. 

lSee Foot, Th~or.:h.es __ ~~_Ethi~.§-, pp. 9, 12. 

2I~id., p.13. 

3Cf. Alan Montefiore, A Modern Indroduction to Moral 
Philos02,.l]...:tJ London: Rout.ledge a.nd Regan Paul ,19 58,. . p. 53. 

McMASTE~ UNIVERSITY L1BRApY 
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Anscombe, however, is not in this same difficulty. -

As a- Roman Catholic! she-is a believer-in a transcendental 

natural law of the type which Hobbes rejects. This la~v ori-

ginates not in man, but in the_ will of God. Belief in this 

type of natural law assumes thAt-there is an order to the 

u.niverse, and man is to live in that order which places limits 

on his actions. -There are-certain actions, therefore, that 

are categorically wrong, which he knows to be wrong a priori. 

Only if this is so can the idea of natural law be pertinent 

to the 'justification of the absolutely evil nature of such an 

action as the judicial condemnation of the innocent. If it 

is held that such an acfion is wrong, not because it may lead 

to the disrepute' of· any pO:si t'1.ve LivlS of society , but because 

it is an image of 'the 'absolute and should not be brought i~to 

disrepute in 'the hea,rt of even one person,. then the natural 

law is thought ,of as an absolute, and justification for the 
. - ' 

necessarily wrong nature of the particular act must rely on 

a justification of the existence of natural law in general. 

'1'his is a, task, for t.he greatest of 'philoso":[:ihers arId' theologians. 

But only in this way does it seem possible to give an absolute 

justification for -an action being necessarily T,v:r:ong. 



AFTERWORD 

It is clear that underlying the previous chapters is 

a conception of morality of my own that takes issue both with 

Foot's and Hare's account of thE! values of moral judgement 

and most particularly with the basis upon which moral 

judgements rest. It is this conception that I wish to clarify 

in the "Afterword". 

Unlike Hare, Foot sees the bedrock foundation of 

morality in those needs and wants that are most basic to man. 

It is upon these needs that moral concepts rest, even if 

the relationship between th~ two is not manifestly clear: 

"How exactly the concepts of harm, advantage, bene­
fit, importence, etc. are related to the different 
moral concepts, such as rightness, obligation, duty 
and virtue is something that needs the most patient 
investigation, but that they are so related seems 
undeniable. "1 

From this Foot dravis the conclusion that one is" not free to 

adopt any set of precepts as moral principles in the way that 

Hare suggests. She denies the fact-value distinction because 

she sees the basis of morality in the essential needs of man. 

In "Moral Beliefs", Foot talks of a shock which caused mental 

derangem,ent as dangerous "because a man needs such things as 

intelligence, memory, "and concentration as he needs sight 

or hearing or the use of hands" and further on 

lMoral Arguments, "loco cit. jr pp. 512-513. 
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". • '. 'the prep'er use' 'ef' his 'limbs is semething a man 
ha's: 'r'e'a's'e'n: 'to.' wa'n:t' 'i'f' he' w'a'nt's' 'a'nyth'~'ng. 

I do net, knew just what semeene who. desires this 
prepesitien .ceuld have in mind. Perhaps he is 
thinking ef changing the facts ef human existence • • 
(my italics).l 

" 

The facts ef human existence, indeed, are such that" accerding 

to. Feet, it is in a man'sleng term interests to. act merally 

because meral virtues will satisfy the essential needs ef 

2 man. 

It is clear then then that Feet's acceunt ef merality 

will rule eut as meral these 'sets ef cedes that do net take 

3 into. acceunt a~d respect the basic needs ef man qua man, as 

well as meta-ethical theeries like Hare's that make no. 

reference to. the needs ef human nature in their analysis ef 

meral cencepts. It is, accerding to. Feet, because merality 

4 is net cenventienal in the way ,that etiquette and law are 

that the needs ef human nature ferm a firm feundatien ef 

merality because they, in turn, are net facts that are culture-

beund~ They are "facts ef human existence", that is facts 

abeut man that are true ef him irrespective ef the culture er 

,lMeral Beliefs, loco cit., pp. 91, 196. 

,2see Meral Beliefs, pp. 96-104. The ene virtue which 
she is net sure will satisfy such needs is justice -- cf. 
her "Merali ty and Art", Preceedi'ngs ef the Bri ti'shA:cadeffi}T_' 
and D. Z. Phillips, "Dees It Pay to. be Geed?",' 'P.A.'S. (1964-
65) • 

3see "Meral .l\rguments", pp. 511-513. 

4Tbi d., P • 512. 



society in which he finds himself. Hence those rules for 

which a person offers a defence other than in terms of'the 

needs of mankind, (and not just of himself) are not mo+al 

needs. 
, 

"If this suggestion is right, the difference between 
ourselves and the people who have these rules is . 
not to be described as a difference of moral outlook, 
but rather as a difference between a moral and a 
non-moral point of view~"l 

Unless conceptual analyses such as those con~ucted by 

Foot and Hare take into account this necessary element of 

moral judgements -- that they rest upon the needs of mam 
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such analyses are not of moral judgements but of jud~ements 

of a different type, probably of prudential language, or of 

the language of et5,quette. That is, the analysis will 

simply reflect the conventional nature of a particular group 

. or a particular society~ Hence it will be an analysis of a 

non-moral area of discourse. 

Both Foot and Hare claim that their respective 

analyses are accurate in so far as they reflect the ways in 

which moral terms a're ordinarily used. 2 In a sense both 

claims are true, but only because ordinary language can be 

u,sed to support both types of analysis -- those in terms of 

human needs and those in terms of universal prescriptively. 

l"Moral Arguments", p. 511. 

2see Ibid., pp. 5l0-5lL and The Language of Morals, 
passim. 



1 Alasdair MacIntyre has shown this most clearly. In a 

pluralist society such as ours we are likely to run into 
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people that use moral language as if it vlere contentless and 

simply a matter of prescribing universally for mankind l or 

into those that see such language stemming from the nature 

of man's needs, as well as into many others. Thus, whilst 

both Foot and Hare may be correct about the ways in which 

one section of present-day society uses moral terms, their 

meta-ethical theories may be true only of this small section 

of the community. There are many other ordinary language 

users for whom their accounts may be less correct -- Fascists, 

Marxists or Roman Catholics 1 for example. To the extent, 

then, that both views depend on parts of ordinary language 

both are inadequate because they leave out an element 

essential to moral discourse. Hare leaves out reference to 

human nature and needs,2 whiQh must be taken into account in 

any comprehensive explication of morality; whilst Foot forgets 

the diversity of conceptions of these needs which may lead 

moral philosophers into holding quite different meta-ethical 

.and normative theories. This latter point requires further 

explication. 

lSee pp. 45-48 of this thesis and MaCIntyre's 
"Against Utilitarianism" in T. H. B. Hollins: The Aitns of 
Education (Manchester University Press, 1963). 

2 
Moral 'Arguments, p. 513. 
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Foot's attempt to show that the grounding of moral 

judgements must be in terms of human needs is unsuccessful, 

it seems to me I because she does not take into acco.unt, 

although she is aware of/the divergent conceptio~s of human 

nature which philosophers have taken to support their theories 

of ethics. She makes reference to Nietzsche, indeed he seems 

to be at the back of her mind as a 'lTery serious objection to 

her theory which indeed he is. She does not wish to discount 

Nietzsche as a moralist. as ma.ny have done I for a very good 

reason -- in an important sense Nie'tzsche is in agreement 

with Foot against such people as Hare and Kant, that theories 

of ethics, both normative and conceptua.l, must make reference' 

to human nature, most particularly lthe natural desires of 

human beings. 

"We recognise Nietzsche as a moralist because he tries 
to justify an increase in suffering by connecting it 
with strength as opposed to weakness, and individualism 
as opposed to conformity. That strength is a good 
thing can only be denied by someone who can show that 
the strong man overreaches 'himself, or in some other 
way brings harm to himself or other people. That 
individuality is a good thing is something that has 
to be shown, but in a vague way we connect it with 
originality, and with courage, and hence there is no 
difficulty in conceiving Nietzsche as a moralist 
when he appeals to such a thing .. "l 

According to Foot, because Nietzsche sees the natural 

needs of mankind as the basis for morality, and because he 

lMora1 Arguments, p. 513. 
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connects these needs with such "cardinal virtues" as courage 

and strength of character, he is clearly a moralist. Because 

of his referenGe to courage, etc., Foot sees Nietzsche's 

theory as essentially compati.ble with her own. '.l;;'his I take 

to be a misinterpretation of Nietzsche on Foot's part due to 

her wish not to legislate against "alien moral codes" like 

Nietzsche's that do satisfy her criteria for a moral judge­

ment, i.e. a reference to· hUman needs. Because his conception 

of human nature differs, however.. Nietzsche's list of 

"cardinal virtues" differs from Foot's also. Where the two 

lists do overlap -- at. courage, for example -- the conceptions 

each has of courage will be quite different. For Foot, 

coverage will be the mid-point between cowardice and fool­

hardiness, whilst for Nietzsche it will be strength in face 

·of the theory of the Eternal Recurrence. Thus the moral codes 

which each holds will be different because the conceptions of 

what it is to be human, and hence VJ'hat it is to act rightly, 

will be different. This is important because it indicates, 

once again, that appeal to language alone cannot show, as 

Foot believes it can, that morality has a constant or neces­

·sary content: to this extent it is not absolute, but con­

ventional. However, if .we take· ~ reference to human 

nature to be a necessary constitutive element of morality 

-- and with this I am in complete agreement with Foot -- then 

Hare's account is inadequate because the concept of morality 

cannot be specified entirely. formally (i.e. in terms of 
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universalisability and prescriptivity). Morality must (i.e. 

logically must) have a content, although as a matter of 

empirical fact different moral codes have various contents 

(e.g. utilitarian, Roman Catholic etc.). To deal with 

Nietzsche, however, we need to extend Foot's thesis somewhat. 

If' we are to reject Nietzsche's view, as I wish to 

do, we can do so only by asserting that there is a human 

nature ~vhich endures and vlhich must be respected, independently 

of various conceptions of it. This assumption is necessary 

for there to be any absolute moral principles. Foot wishes 

to assert that there are such principles forbidding such acts 

as operating on mental defectives for the purposes of medical 

research,l but because she is unable to escape the conventional 

nature of her theory is unsuccessful in providing a lasting 

ground for such principles. Since I wish to make a claim to 

absoluteness a second necessary condition for a judgement's 

being a moral judgement, I consider Anscombe's view of morality 

, 2 . h ~ to be more accurate than Foot s. If we wlsh to say t at 

certain actions are categorically wrong then we are only able 

to do so by grounding morality on a belief in a human nature 

lsee particularly her introduction to Theories'of 
'Ethics. 

2 See above pp. 99-101. 
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which is part of a teleological universe in general. Because 

of the divergence of moral cqdes it is impossible to know 

what the end for man is. Since knowledge of the end for man 

is a presupposition for knowing that we are acting rightly, 

if we do not know what this end 'is, we cannot know what it is 

to act rightly. Thus Ethics, in the sense that it can 

provide answers to this question is impossible. The diver­

gence of moral codes makes the solving of moral problems 

difficult, and moreover makes Ethics, in the absolute sense, 

impossible. 
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