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The Amoralist

‘““Why should I do anything?’’ Two of the many
ways of taking that question are these: as an ex-
. pression’ of despair or hopelessness, when it means
'something like ‘‘Give me a reason for doing any-
thing ; everything is meaningless’’; and as sounding
a more defiant note, against morality, when it means
something like ‘“Why is there anything that I
should, ought to,do?”’

Even though we can paraphrase the question in
-the first spirit as ‘‘Give me a reason . .. ,” it is
very unclear that we can.in fact give the man who
“asks it a reason—that, starting from so far down, we
‘could argue him into. caring about something. We
might indeed ‘‘give him a reason’’ in the sense of
- finding something that he is prepared to care about,
. but that is not inducing him to care by reasoning,
. and it is very doubtful whether there could be any
_ such thing. What he needs is help, or hope, not rea-
- -sonings. Of course it is-true that if he stays alive he
. will be doing something, rather than something else,
- and thus in some absolutely minimal sense he has
: some sort of reason, some minimal preference, for
“doing those things rather than other things. But to
point this out gets us hardly anywhere; he does
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those things just mechanically, perhaps, to keep
going, and they mean nothing to him. Again, if he
sees his state as a reason for suicide, then.that would
be to make a real decision; as a way out of making
any decisions, suicide comes inevitably one decision
too late (as Camus points out in Le Mythe de Sisy-
phe). But it would be no vietory for us or for him
if it turned out there was after all Just one decision
that he was prepared to acknowledge, that one.

I do not see how it could be regarded as a defeat
for reason or rationality that it had no power
against this man’s state; his state is rather a defeat
for humanity. But the man who asks the question in
the second spirit has been regarded by many moral-
ists as providing a real challenge to moral reason-
ing. He, after all, acknowledges some reasons for
doing things; he is, moreover, like most of us some
of the time. If morality can be got off the ground
rationally, then we ought to be able to get it off the
ground in an argument against him; while, in his
pure form—in which we can call him the amoralist—
he may not be actually persuaded, it might seem a
comfort to morality if there were reasons which, if
he were rational, would persuade him.

We might ask first what motivations he does have,
He is indifferent to moral aonmmmmgﬁoww“ but there
are things that he cares about, and he has some real
preferences and aims. They might be, presumably,
pleasure or power; or they might be something much
odder, such as some passion for collecting things,
Now these ends in themselves do not exclude some
acknowledgment of morality; what do we have to
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leave out to represent him as paying no such ac-
knowledgment ? Presumably such things as his caring
about other people’s interests, having any inclina-
tion to tell the truth or keep promises if it does not
suit him to do so, being disposed to reject courses of
action on the ground that they are unfair or dis-
honorable or selfish. These are some of the substan-
tial materials of morality. We should perhaps also
leave out a more formal aspect of morality, namely
any disposition on his part to stand back and have
the thought that if it is ‘all right’ for him to act in
these ways, it must be ‘all right’ for others to act
similarly against him. For if he is prepared to take
this stance, we might be able to take a step towards
saying that he was not a man without a morality, but
a man with a peculiar one.

However, we need a distinction here. In one way,
it is possible for a man to think it ‘all right’ for
everyone to behave self-interestedly, without his
having got into any distinetively moral territory of
thought at all: if, roughly, ‘it’s all right’ means ‘I
am not going to moralize about it’. He will be in
some moral territory if ‘all right’ means something
like ‘permitted’, for that would carry implications
such as ‘people ought not to interfere with other
people’s pursuit of their own interests’, and that is
not a thought which, as an amoralist, he can have.
Similarly, if he objects (as he no doubt will) to other
people treating him as he treats them, this will be
perfectly consistent so long as his objecting consists
just in such things as his not liking it and fighting
back. What he cannot consistently do is resent it or
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disapprove of it, for these are attitudes within the
moral m%.mﬁmB. It may be diffieult to discover whether
r.m has given this hostage to mora] argument or not
since e will no doubt have discovered that Emmuomua,
eXpressions of resentment and moral hurt serve to
discourage some of the more squeamish in his envi-
ronment from hostile action.

This illustrates, as do many of hig activities, the

obvious fact that this man is a parasite on the mora]

general, there can be no society without Some moral -

w.&m@ and he needs society; also he takes more par-
.Sa&ﬁ. advantage of mora] institutions like promis-
ng and of morgl dispositions of people around him
He cannot deny, as a fact, his parasitic Position; but
he 18 very resistant to suggestions of itg relevance,
For if we try saying “How would it be for you if
mﬁwwwowm behaved like that’’ he will reply, ‘“Well, if
?.m% did, not good, I Suppose—though in mmom I
might do better in the resulting chaog than some of
\&:w others. But the fact 18, most of them are not
going to do so; and if they do ever get round to it, T
shall be dead by then.’’ The appeal to the ooum,m-
quences of an imagined universalization ig an essen-
tially mora] argument, and he is, consistently, not

.Hb maintaining thig stance, there are several
gﬂmm he must, in consistency, avoid. One—as we
noticed before, in effect—is any tendency to say that
Q.Hm Inore or less moral majority have no right to
dislike him, reject him, or treat him as an enemy, if

A
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indeed they are inclined to do so (his power, or
charm, or dishonesty may be such that they do not).
No thoughts about justification, at least of that sort,
are appropriate to him. Again, he must resist, if
consistent, a more insidious tendency to think of
himself as being in character really rather splendid
—in particular, as being by comparison with the
craven multitude notably courageous. For in enter-
taining such thoughts, he will run a constant danger
of getting outside the world of his own desires and
tastes into the region in which certain dispositions
are regarded as excellent for human beings to have,
or good to have in society, or such things; and while
such thoughts need not lead directly to moral con-
siderations, they give a substantial footing to them,
since they immediately invite questions about what
is so good about those dispositions, and it will be
difficult for him to pursue those questions very far
without thinking in terms of the gemeral interests
and needs of his fellow human beings, which would
land him once more back in the world of moral
thought from which he is excluding himself.

The temptation to think of himself as courageous
1s a particularly dangerous one, since it is itself very
nearly a moral notion and draws with it a whole
chain of distinctively moral reflections. This man’s
application of the notion will also have a presuppo-
sition which is false: namely, that the more moral
citizens would be amoral if they could get away
with it, or if they were not too frightened, or if they
were not passively conditioned by society—if, in
general, they did not suffer from inhibitions. It is
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the idea that they are afraid that gives him the idea
of his own courage. But these presuppositions are
absurd. If he means that if as an individual one
could be sure of getting away with it, one would
break any moral rule (the idea behind the model of
Gyges’ ring of invisibility in Plato’s Republic), it is
just false of many agents, and there is reason why:
the more basic moral rules and conceptions are
strongly internalized in upbringing, at a level from
which they do not merely evaporate with the depar-
ture of policemen or censorious neighbors. This is
part of what it is for them to be moral rules, as
opposed to merely legal requirements or matters of
social convention. The effects of moral education can
actually be to make people want to act, quite often,
in a non-self-interested way, and it often succeeds in
making it at least quite difficult, for internal reasons,
to behave appallingly.

But this, he will say, is just social conditioning ;
remove that, and you will find no moral motivations.
~—We can reject the rhetoric of the word ‘condition-
ing’; even if there were a true theory, which there is
not, which could explain all moral and similar educa-
tion in terms of behaviorist learning theory, it would
itself have to explain the very evident differences
between successful and intelligent upbringing, which
produces insight, and the production of conditioned
reflexes. But let us say instead that all moral moti-
vation is the product of social influences, teaching,
culture, ete. It is no doubt true. But virtually every-
thing else about a man is such a produet, including
his language, his methods of thought, his tastes, and
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even his emotions, including most of the dispositions
that the amoralist sets store by. —But, he may say,
suppose we grant that anything complex, even my
desires, are influenced by culture and environment,
and in many cases produced by these; nevertheless
there are basic impulses, of a self-interested kind,
which are at the bottom of it all: these constitute
what men are really like.

If ‘basic’ means ‘genetically primitive ’, he may
possibly be right: it is a matter of psychological
theory. But even if true in this sense, it is once more
irrelevant (to his argument, not to questions about
how to bring up children) ; if there is such a thing as
what men are really like, it is not identical with what
very small children are like, since very small chil-
dren have no language, again, nor many other things
which men really have. If the test of what men are
really like is made, rather, of how men may behave
in conditions of great stress, deprivation, or scarcity
(the test that Hobbes, in his picture of the state of
nature, imposed), one can only ask again, why
should that be the test? Apart from the unclarity of
its outcome, why is the test even appropriate? Con-
ditions of great stress and deprivation are not the
conditions for observing the typical behavior of any
animal nor for observing other characteristics of
human beings. If someone says that if you want to
see what men are really like, see them after they
have been three weeks in a lifeboat, it is unclear why
that is any better a maxim with regard to their

motivations than it is with regard to their physical
. - condition.
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If there is such a thing as what men_are really
like, it may be that (in these- sorts of respects, at
least) it is not so different from what they are
actually like; that is, creatures in whose lives moral
considerations play an important, formative, but
often insecure role.

The amoralist, then, would probably be advised to
avoid most forms of self-congratulatory comparison
of himself with the rest of society. The rest may, of
course, have some tendency to admire him, or those
may who are at such a distance that he does not
tread directly on their interests and affections. He
should not be too encouraged by this, however, since
it is probably wish-fulfillment (which does not mean
that they would be like him if they could, since a
wish is different from a frustrated desire). Nor will
they admire him, still less like him, if he is not recog-
nizably human. And this raises the question, whether
we have left him enough to be that.

Does he care for anybody? Is there anybody whose
sufferings or distress would affect him? If we say
‘‘no’ to this, it looks as though we have produced
a psychopath. If he is a psychopath, the idea of
arguing him into morality is surely idiotic, but the
fact that it is idiotic has equally no tendency to un-
dermine the basis of morality or of rationality. The
activity of justifying morality must mzu&% get any
point it has from the existence of an alternative—
there being something to Justify it against. The
amoralist seemed important because he seemed to
provide an alternative; his life, after all, seemed to
have its attractions. The psychopath is, in a certain
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way, important to moral thought; but his impor-
tance lies in the fact that he appalls us, and we must
seek some deeper understanding of how and why he
appalls us. His importance does not lie in his having
an appeal as an alternative form of life.

The amoralist we loosely sketched before did seem
to have possibly more appeal than this; one might
picture him as having some affections, occasionally
caring for what happens to somebody else. Some
stereotype from a gangster movie might come to
mind, of the ruthless and rather glamorous figure
who cares about his mother, his child, even his mis-
tress. He is still recognizably amoral, in the sense
that no general considerations weigh with him, and
he is extremely short on fairness and similar con-
siderations. Although he acts for other people from
time to time, it all depends on how he happens to
feel. With this man, of course, in actual fact argu-
ments of moral philosophy are not going to work;
for one thing, he always has something he would
rather do than listen to them. This is not the point
(though it is more of a point than some discussions
of moral argument would lead one to suppose). The
point is rather that he provides a model in terms of
which we may glimpse what moral considerations
need to get off the ground, even though they are un-
likely in practice to get off the ground in a conversa-
tion with him, .

He gives us, I think, almost enough. For he has
the notion of doing something for somebody, because
that person needs something. He operates with this
notion in fact only when he is so inclined; but it is
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not itself the notion of his being so inclined. Even if
he helps these people because he wants to, or because
he likes them, and for no other reason (not that, so
far as these particular actions are concerned, he
‘needs to improve on those excellent reasons), what
he wants to do is to help them in their need, and the
thought he has when he likes someone and acts in
this way is ‘they need help’, not the thought ‘I like
them and they need help’. This is a vital point: this
man is capable of thinking in terms of others’ inter-
ests, and his failure to be a moral agent lies (partly)
in the fact that he is only intermittently and capri-
ciously disposed to do so. But there is no bottomless
gulf between this state and the basie dispositions of
morality. There are people who need help who are
not people who at the moment he happens to want to
help, or likes; and there are other people who like
and want to help other particular people in need. To
get him to consider their situation seems rather
an extension of his imagination and his understand-
ing, than a discontinuous step onto something quite
different, the ‘moral plane’. And if we could get him
to consider their situation, in the sense of thinking
about it and imagining it, he might conceivably start
to show some consideration for it: we extend his sym-
pathies. And if we can get him to extend his sympa-
thies to less immediate persons who need help, we
might be able to do it for less immediate persons
whose interests have been violated, and so get him
to have some primitive grasp on notions of fairness.
If we can get him all this way, then, while he has no
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doubt an extremely shaky hold on moral considera-
tions, he has some hold on them; at any rate, he is
not the amoralist we started with.

This model is not meant to sketch the outline of a
construction of the whole of morality from the possi-
bility of sympathy and the extensions of sympathy :
that would be impossible. (Even Hume, who perhaps
came nearest to it, did not attempt that. His system,
among the many interesting and valuable things that
it contains, has a distinction between the ‘natural’
and the ‘artificial’ virtues which is relevant to this
point.) The model is meant to suggest just one
thing: that if we grant a man with even a minimal
concern for others, then we do not have to aseribe to
him any fundamentally new kind of thought or ex-
perience to include him in the world of morality, but
only what is recognizably an extension of what he
already has. He is not very far into it, and it is an
extensive territory; as we saw in drawing up the
amoralist, you have to travel quite a long way to get
out of it. But the man with the extended sympathies,
the ability to think about the needs of people beyond
his own immediate involvement, is recognizably in it.

It does not follow from this that having sympa-
thetic concern for others is a necessary condition of
being in the world of morality, that the way sketched
is the only way ‘into morality’. It does not follow
from what has so far been said ; but it is true.

Some of the considerations touched on here, about
moral and other motivations, we shall come back to
later. I shall now turn to someone who is also found
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upsetting by morality, but in a different way from
the amoralist. This man is content that he should
have a morality, but points out that other people
have different ones—and insists that there is no way
of choosing between them. He is the subjectivist.

Subjectivism: First Thoughts

Consider three statements, each of which, in its
different way, expresses a view that moral opinions,
or moral judgments, or moral outlooks are ‘merely
subjective’:

(a) ‘A man’s moral judgments merely state (or
express) his own attitudes.’’

(b) ““Moral judgments can’t be proved, estab-
lished, shown to be true as scientific state-
ments can; they are matters of individual
opinion.”’

(c) “‘There are no moral facts; there are only
the sorts of facts that science or common
observation can discover, and the values that
men place on those facts.”’

The three statements come very close to one an-
other, and in discussions of subjectivism and objec-
tivism one often finds versions of the three being
used virtually interchangeably. They are, indeed,
genuinely related to one another. Yet they are sig-

nificantly different. The first, (a), expresses what

might be called in a broad sense a logical or linguis-
tic view: it purports to tell us something about what

k- moral remarks are or do. The second, (b), intro-
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duces a set of notions not present in the first, notions
connected with the concept of knowledge and may be
taken to express an epistemological view about
moral judgments. The third statement, (c), is the
vaguest and least tangible of the three, and shows on
its surface the danger of collapsing, partly or com-
pletely, into one or other of the first two: which is
what many philosophers would claim it must do~Yet
in its inadequate way it seems to gesture towards
something which is clogest of all to what has con-
cerned many who have been worried about moral
objectivity: the idea that there is no moral order
‘out there’—out there, in the world, are only the
sorts of things and the sorts of facts that science,
and the more everyday processes of human enquiry
of which science is a refinement, deal. Alles anderes
15t Menschenwerk, Statement (¢) can be mmmmul.zmgm
the word in an unambitious way—to express a meta-
physical view.

The metaphysical view brings out most explicitly
something that is latent in all the three statements, a
distinction between fact and value., A central con-
cern of much modern moral philosophy has been the
distinction between fact ang value. One important
form that this concern hag taken has been to empha-
size the distinetion, while rejecting the supposedly
disquieting consequences of it, by trying to show
either that they are not consequences, or that they
are not disquieting. This project of defusing subjec-
tivism (as it might be called) can be expressed in
terms of our three subjectivist statements roughly
as follows: that, insofar as they are defensible, they

Subjectivism: First Thoughts 15

come to the same thing; and that what they come to
is both not alarming and essential to the nature of:
morality (the point that it-is essential to the nature
of morality seems sometimes to be godm.w.? .om&%.
to imply just by itself the point that it is not
alarming). .
This project we shall follow, with interruptions,
for some while. It starts as follows. Statement (a),
first of all, is either false or harmless. It is m&mm
if it claims that moral judgments state their
utterer’s attitudes, in the sense of stating that he
has those attitudes. For if this were so, they would
be simply autobiographical . remarks, replaceable
without loss by statements explicitly of the form
““My attitude towards thisis . . .’ or ‘I mm.mr Lo
But if this were so, there would be no interper-
sonal moral disagreements; two persons express-
ing what we would normally take to be ooﬁmwoﬁum
views would not be expressing conflicting views mn_
all, but would be, rather, like two persons on 2 boat,
one of whom says that he feels sick while the other
says that he, on the other hand, does not. wﬁ. it is an
evident fact that there are genuine Eou.m_. disagree-
ments, and that moral views can conflict. Moral
judgments must (at least to this extent) mean swﬁ
we take them to mean; and what we take them to
mean, the way we use them, is such that they do not

merely make autobiograpliical claims, but a sort of

claim which is being rejected by someone who utters
a contrary moral judgment. Thus they do not merely
describe the speaker’s own attitude. .

This argument, however, does not dispose of the
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possibility that moral utterances, while they do not
directly describe, may nevertheless have the fune-
tion of expressing, the utterer’s attitude. This claim
in itself-is incontestable and harmless; for in itself
‘it comes to no more than saying that a man who
makes a moral Judgment can (if that Judgment is
sincere) be said to- be expressing his attitude to a
certain moral issue, and this does not support any
distinetively subjectivist view of moral judgments:
a man who sincerely makes a factual judgment may
be said to be expressing his belief about g factual
issue, but that does not support a subjectivist view
of factual judgments. The subjectivist interpreta-
tion comes in when one says that one who makes g
moral judgment expresses his attitude, and that is
all there is to be said about ut. In particular the sub-
jectivist force of (a) lies in a suggestion that there
is no question of the attitudes-expressed in moral
judgments being right or wrong, whereas there is g
question of the beliefs expressed in factual judg-
ments being true or false.

Now that the thesis has regained a distinetively
subjectivist form it will be said that it is false.
For—appealing once more to the ways in which
moral judgments are actually made and treated—it
is not true that there is no question of moral atti-
tudes being right or wrong. One of their distinguish-
ing.marks, as against mere expressions of taste or
preference, for instance in. matters of food, is that
we take seriously the idea of a man’s being wrong in
his moral views; indeed, the very concept of a moral
view marks a difference here, leaning as it does in
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the direction of belief rather than of mere taste or
preference. It is precisely a mark of morality that de
gustibus mon disputandum is a maxim which does
not apply to it.

To this it might be replied that the fact that moral
attitudes can be called ‘right’ or ‘wrong’, and that
the question of their rightness or wrongness 1is
taken seriously, does not in any ultimate sense help
to transcend subjectivism. It shows not that moral at-
titudes are more than (merely) attitudes but that
they are attitudes which we get disturbed about; that
it matters to us to secure similarity of attitude within
society. The use of the language of ‘right’ and
‘wrong’ can be seen as part of the apparatus of
securing agreement, marking off those who disagree
and so forth; it remains the case that all we have are
people’s attitudes toward different sorts of conduct,
personality, social institutions, ete.

Yet this account, in its turn, seems inadequate to
the facts: it must at least underestimate the logical
complexity of the situation. N otably it fails to ac-
count for the undoubted facts that a man may be in a
state of moral doubt, which he may resolve—that a
man can nonarbitrarily change his mind about
a moral matter, not merely in the individual case, but
on a general issue, and for reasons. Thus a man
previously convinced that a permissive attitude
towards abortion was wrong, might change his view
on this, and not merely (for instance) because he felt
lonely in a group which held the permissive attitude.
No doubt many writers on moral philosophy over-

estimate the extent to which people are led by
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rational considerations to modify their moral views ;

those writers ignore the evident extent to which atti-
tudes are modified by factors such as the desire to
conform with one group or nonconform with an-
other—the groups themselves not being chosen in
the light of moral reasons, but rather determined w%
the individual’s situation and needs. But this i is, in
one sense, beside the point. For even if moral atti-
tudes were rarely determined by reasons, and the
reasons advanced in their support were rationaliza-
tions, our model of moral attitudes and moral Judg-
ments must at least be complex enough to leave a
place for the rationalizations. It is only if the posi-
tion to which a man is led by these forces satisfies
some conditions of being the sort of position to
which reasons are relevant that we can understand it
as a moral position at all.

However, even if moral attitudes are om a charac-
ter to admit of support and attack by reasons, and
the deployment of reasons in reaching. a conclusion;
nevertheless it may be said that these activities are
possible only within a framework of given assump-
tions. If people can argue one with another about an
individual moral issue or a question of principle,
this is only because there are moral attitudes in the
background which are not in dispute and in the light
of which the argument goes on. Putting this point in
a rather stronger form, it might be said that it is
only about the application of accepted moral views
that the argument goes on. So where there is no
background of moral agreement, there can be no
argument. At this point the subjectivist attitude can
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reappear, claiming now that all that has been shown
by the considerations about exchanging reasons is
that the morality of a man or a society is to some
degree general and systematic and that general atti-
tudes can be applied to less general cases. When we
get outside the framework of agreed general atti-
tudes, there is no further argument, and no way of
showing any position to be right or wrong.

This comes very close to our second formulation,
(b), of subjectivism; we have been led to it, it seems,
by modifications of the first formulation. One might,
however, want to change one element that came
naturally into the formulation of (b), and, with that,
one implication of the term ‘subjectivism’. For when
one turns to the issue of ultimate disagreements, it is
natural to take as the unit which holds a set of moral
attitudes, the society rather than the individual—not
in order to hypostasize societies, but to draw atten-
tion to the point that there are limits to the degree of
ultimate disagreement that can exist within a society
(for without some degree of moral homogeneity it
would not be a society); but there are no limits, at
least of that kind, on disagreement between so-
cieties.



Interlude: Relativism

.bmﬁ us at this stage of the argument about subjectiv-
1sm take a brief rest and look round a special view
or assemblage of views which hag been built on the
.m:“m of moral disagreements between societies, This
18 relativism, the anthropolgists’ heresy, possibly
the most absurd view to have been advanced even in
moral philosophy. In itg vulgar and unregenerate
form (which I shall consider, since it is both the
Eoﬂw distinctive and the most influential form) it
consists of three propositions: that ‘right’ means
?.mu only be coherently understood as meaning)
‘right for a given society’; that ‘right for a given
society’ is to be understood in a functionalist sense :
and that (therefore) it is wrong for people in oum
society to condemn, interfere with, ete., the values of
another society. A view with a long history, it was

popular with some liberal colonialists, notably

British administrators in places (such as West

Africa) in which white men held no land. In that

historical role, it may have had, like some other

muddled doctrines, a beneficent influence, though

modern African nationalism may well deplore its

tribalist and conservative implications.
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Whatever its results, the view is clearly inconsis-
tent, since it makes a claim in its third proposition,
about what is right and wrong in one’s dealings with
other societies, which uses a monrelative sense of
‘right’ not allowed for in the first proposition. The
claim that human sacrifice, for instance, was ‘right
for’ the Ashanti comes to be taken as saying that hu-
man sacrifice was right among the Ashanti, and this
in turn as saying that human sacrifice among the
Ashanti was right; i.e., we have no business to inter-
fere with it. But this last is certainly not the sort of
claim allowed by the theory. The most the theory can
allow is the claim that it is right for (i.e., funec-
tionally valuable for) our society not to interfere
with Ashanti society, and, first, this is certainly not
all that was meant, and, second, is very dubiously
true.

Apart from its logically unhappy attachment of a
nonrelative morality of toleration or noninterfer-
ence to a view of morality as relative, the theory
suffers in its functionalist aspects from some notori-
ous weaknesses of functionalism in general, notably
difficulties that surround the identification of ‘a so-
ciety’. If ‘society’ is regarded as a cultural unit,
identified in part through its values, then many of
the functionalist propositions will cease to be em-
pirical propositions and become bare tautologies: it
is tediously a necessary condition of the survival of

a group-with-certain-values that the group should re-
tain those values. At the other extreme, the survival
of a society could be understood as the survival of
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certain persons and their having descendants, in
which case many functionalist propositions about
the necessity of cultural survival will be false.
When in Great Britain some Welsh nationalists
speak of the survival of the Welsh language as a
condition of the survival of Welsh society, they
manage sometimes to convey an impression that it is
a condition of the survival of Welsh people, as
though the forgetting of Welsh were literally lethal.

In between these two extremes is the genuinely
interesting territory, a province of informative so-
cial science, where there is room for such claims as
that a given practice or belief is integrally connected
with much more of a society’s fabric than may ap-
pear on the surface, that it is not an excrescence, so
that discouragement or modification of this may lead
to much larger social change than might have been
expected; or, again, that a certain set of values or
institutions may be such that if they are lost, or
seriously changed, the people in the society, while
they may physically survive, will do so only in a
deracinated and hopeless condition. Such proposi-
tions, if established, would of course be of first im-
portance in deciding what to do; but they cannot
take over the work of deciding what to do.

Here, and throughout the questions of conflict of
values between societies, we need (and rarely get)
some mildly realistic picture of what decisions might
be being made by whom, of situations to which the
considerations might be practically relevant. Of
various paradigms that come to mind, one is that of
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conflict, such as the confrontation of other societies
with Nazi Germany. Another is that of control,
where (to eliminate further complications of the
most obvious case, colonialism) one might take such
a case as that of the relations of the central govern-
ment of Ghana to residual elements of traditional
Ashanti society. In neither case would functionalist
propositions in themselves provide any answers at
all. Still less will they where a major issue is whether
a given group should be realistically or desirably
regarded as ‘a society’ in a relevant sense, or
whether its values and its future are to be integrally
related to those of a larger group—as with the case
of blacks in the United States.

The central confusion of relativism is to try to
conjure out of the fact that societies have differing
attitudes and values an a priori nonrelative prin-
ciple to determine the attitude of one society to
another; this is impossible. If we are going to say
that there are ultimate moral disagreements between
societies, we must include, in the matters they can
disagree about, their attitudes to other moral out-
looks. It is also true, however, that there are in-
herent features of morality that tend to make it
difficult to regard a morality as applying only to
a group. The element of universalization which is
present in any morality, but which applies under
tribal morality perhaps only to members of the
tribe, progressively comes to range over persons as
such. Less formally, it is essential (as was remarked
earlier) to morality and its role in any society that
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certain sorts of reactions and motivations should be
strongly internalized, and thege cannot merely
evaporate because one is confronted with human
vw\mum..m in another society. Just as de gustibus non
m&mﬁ:w&&@ﬁ 18 not a maxim which applies to moral-
1ty, neither is ‘when in Rome do as the Romans do’
which is at best a principle of etiquette. ,

Nor is it just a case of doing as the Romans do
but of putting up with it. Here it would be a Emﬁu

tude to point out that of course someone who gains

wider experience of the world may rightly come to
regard some moral reaction of his to unfamiliar
conduct as parochial and will seek to modify or dis-
count it. There are many important distinctions to
be made here between the kinds of thoughts appro-
priate to such a process in different cases: some-
times he may cease to regard a certain issue as a
moral matter at all, sometimes he may come to see
that what abroad looked the same as something he
would have deplored at home was actually, in
morally relevant respects, a very different thing.
( Humuwmvmrl?osm& one can scarcely believe it—there
were some missionaries or others who saw the men
wp. a polygamous society in the light of seedy biga-
mists at home.) But it would be a particular moral
view, and one both psychologically and morally im-
plausible, to insist that these adaptive reactions
were the only correct ones, that confronted with
practices which are found and felt as inhuman, for
instance, there is an g priori demand of acceptance.
In the fascinating book by Bernal de Diaz, who went
with Cortez to Mexico, there is an account of what
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they all felt when .they came upon the sacrificial
temples. This morally unpretentious collection of
bravos was genuinely horrified by the Aztec prac-
tices. It would surely be absurd to regard this reac-
tion as merely parochial or self-righteous. It rather
indicated something which their conduect did not in-
dicate, that they regarded the Indians as men rather
than as wild animals.

It is fair to press this sort of case, and in general
the cases of actual confrontation. ‘Every society has
its own standards’ may be, even if confused, a some-
times useful maxim of social study; as a maxim of
social study it is also painless. But what, after all, is
one supposed to do if confronted with a human
sacrifice?—mnot a real question for many of us, per-
haps, but a real question for Cortez. ‘‘It wasn’t their
business,”” it may be said; ‘‘they had no right to be
there anyway.”” Perhaps—though this, once more, is
necessarily a nonrelative moral judgment itself. But
even if they had no right to be there, it is a matter
for real moral argument what would follow from
that. For if a burglar comes across the owner of the
house trying to murder somebody, is he morally
obliged not to interfere because he is trespassing?

None of this is to deny the obvious facts that
many have interfered with other societies when they
should not have done; have interfered without
understanding; and have interfered often with a
brutality greater than that of anything they were
trying to stop. I am saying only that it cannot be a
consequence of the nature of morality itself that no
society ought ever to interfere with another, or that
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individuals from one society confronted with the
practices.of another ought, if rational, to react with
acceptance. To draw these consequences is the char-
acteristic (and inconsistent) step of vulgar rela-
tivism.

Subjectivism : Further Thoughts

The enticements of vulgar relativism are not very
tempting. But its central error is quite important;
and that it is an error has a significance beyond that
particular doctrine, concerned as that is with the
relations between societies. It is possible for some-
one persuaded of subjectivist views to cease to care
about moral issues. (This is different from ceasing
to regard something as, in itself, a moral issue. Thus
it is both possible and reasonable to suppose that
there is no distinctively sexual morality, in the sense
- of moral considerations that govern sexual relation-
" ships and nothing else; while admitting the ex-
.% tremely obvious fact that sexual w&mﬁobm?@m are
_ H:.o».ozu&% and specially liable to give rise to moral
* issues, of trust, exploitation, unconcern for the in-
- aou.mmﬁm of third parties and so forth.) A man con-
mmoiom with some monstrous political injustice, for
§ instance, may feel no confidence in protesting or
mmEEm. against it because, as he says, “Who’s to
uzmm& > or “‘It’s only my feelings against theirs,”’
 OT something like that.

»Insofar as there is any traceable intellectual link
rogmmb the subjectivism and the indifference, it

EE# involve something like the relativist error. For
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the thought must be something like this: ‘‘Because
subjectivism is true, I am not justified in protest-
ing.”’ If this is right, it must be so either because, if
subjectivism is true, no one is justified in doing any-
thing; or because, if subjectivism is true, he is
specially not justified in protesting. If the first of
these, then the inflicters of the injustice are not
justified in what they are doing either, nor is this
man justified in not protesting, and these considera-
tions remove any basis he was supposed to have for
his indifference. In any case, the argument in this
version has surely gone too far, even for subjectiv-
ism; since subjectivism did not claim it to be impos-
sible to think that anything was justified, but only
that when a given man thinks something is justified,
he cannot in the end be proved wrong. The man we
are arguing with has somehow got from that to a
position in which no one (however subjectively) can
think something justified, and that must be a mis-
take; unless, of course, subjectivism is inconsistent,
in which case subjectivism is false, and the argu-
ment is over anyway.

Let us try the second alternative, then, that be-
cause subjectivism is true, he is specially not justi-
fied in protesting. Why should this be so? ‘“Well,”” he
may say, ‘‘they think they are right, and who am I to
say that they are wrong?’’ But the apparent force of
this is entirely gained from its subtly moving out of
the subjectivist arena and importing the idea that
there is such a thing as objective rightness, only he
is not sure whether these other people’s actions
possess it or not. Sticking to the subjectivist path, he
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must recognize that if he chooses to think that they
are wrong and that he is right in protesting, then no
one can say he is wrong either, and he can be no less
Justified in protesting than they are in doing what
they are doing. Another way of putting this point is
this: ‘‘perhaps they are right’’ must be one of his
moral thoughts. If he also has the thought ‘‘They are
wrong (only I am not justified in protesting),’’ he
has inconsistent moral thoughts within his own Sys-
tem, and subjectivism never required him to do that.
In fact, of course, the thought ““Who am I to say that
they are wrong?’’ is one that is had, not within his
own subjective compound, but in midair above his
own and the other people’s; it tries to stand outside
all moral positions (including the thinker’s own) and
yet still be a moral thought. But this midair place, by
subjectivism itself, is not a place in which anyone can
have a moral thought.

These sorts of reasons show why the defusers of
.mcgmoﬁimg say that it leaves everything where
it was and cannot possibly logically imply indiffer-
entism or any other practical attitude. (They move
perhaps rather rapidly from that to the claim that
their views cannot encourage any such attitudes,
perhaps on the questionable ground that I cannot be
responsible for muddles that people get into as a
result of what I say.) But does subjectivism leave
everything where it was? Surely not everything. The
dialectical skeins we just went through are, I think,
perfectly valid, as showing that indifferentism could

uo.& follow from subjectivism. But the reason why
this is so is that the argument for indifferentism
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requires, and subjectivism forbids, the midair posi-
tion. But in forbidding the midair position, subjec-
tivism seems to have taken something away, for we
at least seem to recognize the midair position (for
instance, in subjectivism’s own statements). An-
other way of putting our bafflement is that we seem
in these arguments to have been given no special
reason why the midair position is debarred to moral-
ity. It was said that the midair position was no place
for a moral thought. But it does seem to be a place
for some sorts of thought, in particular, factual
thought. Indeed, subjectivism itself (see (b) and
(c) of our original formulations, given above),
insists on the contrast between moral attitudes and
factual beliefs, regarding the latter as ‘objective’ in
a way that the first are not. The subjectivist leaves
us, and may mean to leave us, with an uneasy feeling
that factual beliefs have got, and moral beliefs lack,
something that it is nice to have: that factual beliefs
and science are somehow solider than morality.

But still, it will be said, subjectivism leaves every-
thing where it was, so far as morality is concerned,
though not perhaps so far as muddled feelings about
morality are concerned. Kven granted the contrast
of solidity we cannot draw any practical conclusions.
We cannot, in particular, conclude (as some today are
obviously inclined to conclude) that since science is
objective and morality is not, we are objectively
justified in devoting ourselves to science, while only
subjectively justified in protesting against injustice.
For devoting oneself to science is as much a praecti-
cal activity as any other, and there is no more rea-
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son why that one should be objectively justified
rather than any other. Justifications for doing objec-
tive subjects are not objective justifications for
doing those subjects, any more than the fact that
there are deductive justifications of the theorems of
Principia Mathematica means that there are deduc-
tive justifications of the projects of reading, re-
hearsing, or discovering the theorems of Principia
Mathematica. All these are instances of that
strangely tempting fallacy, the ‘fat oxen’ prin-
ciple : who drives fat oxen must himself be fat.

Equally, though more subtly, the fact that ‘prag-
matic’ political policies (i.e., policies which apply
sophisticated technical considerations to the pursuit
of self-interest) can be evaluated one against an-
other with greater expectations of expert agreement
than more idealistic policies often achieve, does not,
even if true, show that we are on more objective and
solid ground in adopting pragmatic rather than
idealistic policies. Once we have adopted them we
may be on more objective ground in working them,
i.e., in deciding what to do next; but we never get on
to more objective ground with reference to the ques-
tion whether we ought to be doing this sort of thing
at all. We are merely more comfortable, and if
among the sophisticated experts, in work.

So subjectivism, even with its unsettling contrast
between morality and science, is still not logically
committed to producing practical consequences. It
cannot even yield the conclusion that we are more
solidly justified in having factual beliefs than moral
ones; or on more objective ground in pursuing a
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factual question than pursuing a moral one; or
objectively justified in seeking the truth about any-
thing; or in trying to find scientific explanations of
phenomena rather than resting content with super-
stition. For all it gave us was that factual and scien-
tific beliefs were objective; that we should seek
factual or scientific beliefs is not itself a factual or
scientific belief.

Perhaps the subjectivist will readily grant these
points about engaging in scientific activity or ra-
tional factual thought. Let us then look more closely
at his central contrast between those activities on
the one hand, and moral thought on the other. He
may well start by saying that if we engage in such
activities, then, facts being as they are, we are bound
to reach some agreed scientific or factual beliefs;
but we are not bound, because we engage in moral
thought, and the facts are so, to reach some agreed
moral beliefs. There is one element in this answer
which has to be corrected straightaway. For it is of
course not true that if the facts are so, we are bound
(granted factual thought) to reach some agreed
factual beliefs : the facts may be hidden from us. The
most we can say is that if we recognize that the facts
are so, we are bound to reach some agreed factual
beliefs. And this is a tautology, since our recognizing
the facts to be so entails our reaching some agreed
factual beliefs. Perhaps the subjectivist can improve
on this unexciting proposition by saying something
like this: that if two observers are in the same obser-
vational situation, and have the same concepts and
are not defective as observers, etc., then they will
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reach the same factual beliefs about that situation. If
the ‘‘etc.’’ in this can be handled so as to make the
statement true, it will almost certainly emerge as
necessarily true as well. All right, says the subjec-
tivist; but this is not necessarily true, indeed is not
true at all: that if two observers are in the same
observational situation, have the same concepts, etc.,
then they are bound to reach the same moral beliefs
—and there is the contrast. But, we may say, are we
sure that this latter is not true if we posit that they
have the same moral concepts—which is surely the
fair parallel? No, it is not true even then, the subjec-
tivist says; for if they have, as they might, rather
minimal moral concepts, such as merely the concept
of what one ought to do, they can agree on all the
facts and disagree morally.

This is a central position of many philosophers
who insist on the fact/value distinction. They
represent different moral outlooks as all using
some common, skeletal, moral concept and giving
it different fillings or contents. Now we might point
out that a lot of moral thought does not operate with
such impoverished concepts, that we standardly think
in terms of more complex ideas of virtues, types of
wrong action, ete., notions of theft, for instance, or
cowardice, or loyalty, or the duties of one’s job. With
those more substantial concepts, there is much
greater hope that if we use the same concepts, we
will reach agreement, or at least the sorts of dis-
agreement which we may reasonably expect, and
which are less unnerving. But the subjectivist will
say that there is this asymmetry, that in scientific or
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factual contexts, if two observers have different con-
cepts, they may ultimately find either that the con-
cepts are in fact equivalent, or else find reason for
preferring one to the other in terms of predictive
success, explanatory power, and so forth, and there
is no parallel to this in the moral case.

Even if we abandon the naive view (which some
subjectivists, in working their contrast, are attached
to) that science ‘proves’ things; even if we accept
that what science does is eliminate hypotheses and
that there are infinitely many hypotheses which have
never been eliminated because they are too dotty for
anyone to bother to test them (a point I have heard
Hilary Putnam make) ; nevertheless, there are elimi-
natory procedures which must be respected by per-
sons within the scientific framework, and even the
conceptual disagreements may with luck yield to
impersonally accepted criteria. Yet for some dis-
agreements between persons or groups both engaged
in recognizably moral thought, no such procedures
exist. The contrast—some contrast—exists.

But why should it not? This, finally, might be the
point at which a philosopher who had been arguing
with the subjectivist all this time might at last turn
round and say: of course the contrast exists; moral-
ity is not just like science or factual knowledge, and
it is essential that it should not be. The point of
morality is not to mirror the world, but to change it;
it is concerned with such things as principles of
action, choice, responsibility. The fact that men of
equal intelligence, factual knowledge, and so forth,
confronted with the same situation, may morally
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disagree shows something about morality—that
(roughly) you cannot pass the moral buck on to how
the world is. But that does not show (as subjectiv-
ism originally seemed to insinuate) that there is
something wrong with it.

Some such statement—and I have only blocked it
in very roughly—will express the culmination of the
project of what I called ‘defusing’ subjectivism. Tt
has, I think, to be granted some success. The most
obvious ways in which somebody might be unnerved
by subjectivism seem to have been blocked. Thus, to
revert once again to the indifferentism we discussed
before, the ‘defuser’ can arrange some of the sub-
jectivist’s materials into the following argument.
We observe that when men of equal scientific or
historical competence, equal perceptual and intellec-
tual abilities, ete,, disagree strongly about some
scientific or historical matter, there is good reason
for them to stop disagreeing so strongly, and recog-
nize something which their very disagreement,
granted their knowledge and skills, reveals, namely
that the matter is uncertain: it is rational for them,
and third parties, to suspend judgment. One may be
tempted to think that the same should obtain in
cases of moral disagreement; but this will be a mis-
take. It depends on first contrasting morality and
tactual knowledge, and then assimilating them. For
the vital difference is that the disagreement in
morality involves what should be done, and involves,
on each side, caring about what happens; and once
you see this difference, you see equally that it could
not possibly be a requirement of rationality that you
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should stop caring about these things because some-
one else disagrees with you.

This, and the similar arguments, do seem to me to
show that the defusing operation, in certain vital
respects, has succeeded. Has it totally succeeded? If
it has, then we were wrong, some time back, in feeling
uneasy because subjectivism banned, for morality
but not for factual beliefs, something we called the
‘midair position’. But, I think, we were not entirely
wrong, in feeling that unease—perhaps we can now
see why.

1f I have a factual disagreement with a man, I
might think: ‘I believe that p, he believes that not-p.
Perhaps he is right.”” The natural way of taking this
is as an expression of doubt, of somewhat shaken
confidence; the way 1 mean “‘perhaps he is right”’
implies that while I still believe that p, I do not be-
lieve it as strongly as all that. In this way of taking
it, it can be painlessly paralleled for the moral case;

for if I think *‘perhaps he is right,”” this will natu-
rally be taken as an expression of somewhat shaken
confidence also. But now, in the factual case, there is
a possible thought which seems rather similar, but is
not the same: the thought ‘I am convinced that p,
but it is possible for all that that not-p,”’ where this
is not an expression of doubt at all, but rather regis-
ters the impersonal consideration that how things
are is independent of my belief ; however they are,
they are, whatever I believe. We do not know exactly
what content to assign to this thought, but unless we
have the most drastic philosophical views, we are
convinced that it has a content: and the defuser will
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agree. But even defused subjectivism leaves no
H.Eu.mz.& thought possible on the moral side: for sub-
umowﬁmB, however defused, there just is no content
.8 ) I am convinced that racial discrimination is
E?:.Hmpomzw wrong, but it is possible for all that
gmﬁH; Wm not,’”’ except things like ‘““How oosibomm
’ (X
MMW&WM BWHEMM%W@%Omo somebody might make me
Such a contrast (and it, and related contrasts
need proper investigation, which we cannot attem m
rmamv might make us agree with the third msv.,_.momw-
ist .moH.BEm we originally introduced: there are no
mﬁ.zo.& .mmoﬁm. Yet once more the defuser will say:
this is just one more formulation of what I said Mw-
ready, mb.m of something essential, not detrimental
to anmfuﬁ For I have already said that Bowmm
?oc.m.g 18 essentially practical ; it is not its business
to mirror the world. —But now we might reply: you
said za.i it was not its business to mirror the A%W.E
of mn.%ima& facts, and we agreed. But did we agree
that it mirrored no facts at all? And here the locus
of our dissatisfaction may become clearer in the
*.&osmrﬁ that the reason why even defused subjectiv-
1sm seems to have left something out is that moral
?EWEM feels as though it mirrored something, as
though it were constrained to follow, rather ?mm be
mummﬁ creative. When we see further that many
defusing philosophers express the essential differ-
ence between factual and moral thought in terms of
a contrast between the intellect and the will, and
represent the responsibilities of morality in _Umwmnm of

- our deciding on certain moral principles—then we
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have reason to be dissatisfied, either with them, or,
if they are right, with moral thought. For certainly
the consciousness of a principle of action as freely
decided upon is very unlike the consciousness of a
moral principle, which is rather of something that
has to be acknowledged. If it is then said that there
is just a psychological explanation of that—then
moral thought seems a cheat, presenting itself to us
as too like something which it is not.

These remarks only gesture towards a center of
dissatisfaction. They leave almost everything to be
done : and not perhaps first in moral philosophy. For
instance, we need to distinguish two things run to-
gether in what was just said, the idea of realism—
that thought has a subject matter which is inde-
pendent of the thought—and the idea of thought
being constrained to certain conclusions. Thus
mathematical thought has the latter property, but it
is a deep and unsettled question in the philosophy of
mathematics how far we should or can think in
realist terms about the subject matter of mathe-
maties.

Here I shall leave the direct discussion of subjec-
tivism and issues that it raises, with the conclusion
that defused subjectivism does not leave everything
where it was, but that it does leave more where it was
than we might have thought when we started. If
subjectivism, however defused, is there, things are
with morality not quite as they seemed; but the
fraud, we might say, justifies at most resentment
rather than panic. We shall not however lose sight of

Subjectivism: Further Thoughts 39

the idea of constraints on moral thought, the limita-
tions on the creation of values. We shall come round
to them by another route, through the idea of good-

ness. To talk about goodness, we shall start with
‘good’.

e s e
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sized this as opposed to an.m,rﬁmm m%ﬂo_m pMM o as
much as possible tidied up, Bpm.Eu mnm mEbm b
concerned with men’s Smc&ﬁb.m. onwm S

till be excluded by the use mvm this ﬁomB” 8y oms of
M&ﬁmm or precepts which paid no bﬁ.muﬁob M.mbabm.
what we can understand men as needing or

Utilitarianism

In discussing the question whether any moral out-
look must ultimately be ‘concerned with human hap-
piness, I have not Supposed that question to be the
Same as the question whether all moral outlooksg
must be one or another version of utilitarianism.
Obviously they are not the Same question if we take
the narrowest sense of .n&hﬁim&ﬁnu which holds

~ that there is Just one moral principle, to seek the

greatest happiness of the greatest number; that
‘happiness’ here ‘means pleasure and the absence of

bain; and that the one mors] principle—since it ig

the one moral principle—is to be applied to each
individual situation ( .mon-ﬁEﬂmEmEmE,v. Obvi-
ously there are a]] sorts of ways in which g morality
can be ultimately concerned with human happiness
without being identica] with that. But I think also
that there are aj] sorts of ways in which morality
can be ultimately concerned with human happiness
without being identical with utilitarianism even
taken in a more extended sense.

‘A difficulty in discussing this jssue is a lack of
agreement about how extensively the term ‘utilitar-

ianism’ may properly or sensibly be used. The term

has sometimeg been used to include moral outlooks
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which do not have anything specially to do with
happiness or pleasure at all; in this sense, it is used
to refer to any outlook which holds that the rightness
or wrongness of an action always depends on the con-
sequences of the action, on its tendency to lead to
intrinsically good or bad states of affairs. This very
broad sense—which is probably better represented
by the word ‘consequentialism’ than by ‘utilitarian-
ism’—is not my concern here; we are interested only
in views of this kind which do take happiness as the
one intrinsically good thing, at which actions and
social arrangements are supposedly aimed. But that
restriction still leaves a lot of room for different sorts
of utilitarianism.

To discuss in a vacuum what might or might not
count as a recognizable form of utilitarianism would
be a purely verbal and pointless exercise. The ques-
tion can only be approached by asking what the point
of the utilitarian outlook on morality is; and that can
be discovered not merely, nor principally, by consult-
ing what Bentham and J. S. Mill and other classical
exponents of the system had in mind, but by con-
sidering what the attractions of the utilitarian out-
look are for moral thought. I think that there are four
major ones: this is not to deny that these are, in ways
worth exploring, related to one another. First, it is
non-transcendental, and makes no appeal outside

human life, in particular not to religious considera-
tions. It thus helps, in particular, with the entirely
reasonable demand that morality now should be ob-
viously free from Christianity. It can even seem to
help—because of a certain conservatism which T shall
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moumﬁou later—with a demand far legs

MMMMMMoSWEQ perceived by Nietzsche ﬁowwwmwm“wﬂm‘
bo sans MMMMH% thus freed from owamamamq mwga,
o ObﬁmamE.ano mHMBMb .Mw M&m c%% Previously attached
ﬁmxmlmuwmﬁn promiseg Eouwmammwm% MMMMWorcémqmﬁ
i, MMMMMWMJN.EMS good, happiness, seems minimally
P M H Owever much people differ, surely
] st a 1 want to .Gm happy, and aiming at ag
e w?mwmwummmd as possible must surely, whatever
noe Sives H.MMM e a Hmm.moumEm aim. Now there is g
from a mc@MOmmMMw WM&WMMWMMW ﬂ m.vosw. ok msition

. e aim of seeki ’
Mﬁwwwmwﬂwm,mm‘ Mo a more disputable aim om:mMM_MMM
has been repeatodly heaten mucr oy oy 2Ate il

een rej . n over the head iti
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special force agoint. wienie s 1 of o

: rianism-— i
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Possess magic wowEEm for arguing the amoralist

1s amoralism, The point ig rather that utili-

. 3

ta H..N.BHMHD T
T 1S a mwnimum QQ§§~.&§®S& BOHW:ﬁw in
’

M_ﬂum_ utilitarianism can get going on this spot. A
&MM&MMW :.;mumm_usm. mzmmﬁou is whether ﬂwm MF,
ortable’ aim of happiness can in fact be made to

utiitarian purposes. We have already seen

some rea 1 i
son, 1n the previous section, for doubting
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whether happiness must be seen as the aim of human
life at all; but even waiving those questions, it is far
from clear that any sense in which it is (more or less)
indisputably such an end, is also a sense in which
utilitarianism can be made to work on it. This is a
central issue: we shall be in a better position to con-
sider it when we have looked at the third and fourth
attractions of utilitarianism. :

Its third attraction is that moral issues can, in
principle, be determined by empirical caleulation,
of consequences. Moral thought becomes empirical,
and on questions of public policy, a matter of social
seience. This has always been found by many one of
the most gratifying features of utilitarianism. It is
not that the calculations are thought to be easy,
or even practically possible in many cases; the
charm lies rather in this, that the nature of the
difficulty is at least quite unmysterious. All
moral obscurity becomes a matter of technical
limitations.

Fourth, utilitarianism provides a common cur-
rency of moral thought: the different concerns of
different parties, and the different sorts of claims
acting on one party, can all be cashed (in principle)
in terms of happiness. This provision, importantly,
has the consequence that a certain kind of conflict,
well-known to some other moral outlooks, is impos-
sible—the conflict, that is to say, of two claims which
are both valid and irreconcilable. Under some other
systems, a man may come to be in a situation in which

(as it seems to him) whatever he does involves doing

something wrong. For utilitarianism, this is impos-

sible. The various claims he may feel on him can be
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rationality, as a cowardly evasion, a refusal to see
what is there to be seen (we may ask here, once more,
whether defused subjectivism really leaves every-
thing where it was).

So even the attractiveness of utilitarianism’s
fourth attraction may be importantly disputed.
Other diffculties crowd in when one considers what
it presupposes. For we are going to be able to use
the Greatest Happiness Principle as the common
measure of all and everybody’s claims, only if the
‘happiness’ involved is in some sense comparable and
in some sense additive. Only if we can compare the
happinesses involved for different people and over

different outcomes, and also put them together into
some kind of General Happiness, can we make the
thing work. At a technical level these problems have
been the concern of such subjects as welfare eco-
nomiecs and preference theory, which have labored
within very artificial assumptions and with only
moderate success to deal with them for economie
theory. Here we are concerned with more general
difficulties. If the ‘happiness’ involved is to be such as
to allow utilitarianism to deliver on its third and
fourth promises, can it also be the indisputable aim
which was promised in the second?

The answer to that seems to be just ‘no’. Bentham
offered an account of happiness, namely as pleasure
and the absence of pain, which was supposed very
clearly to deliver on all the promises at once; but
even if it had satisfied (as of course it did not) the
conditions of being calculable, comparable, and ad-
ditive, it failed the condition of being an indisputable
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past age. Such arguments may involve some inter-
esting points on the way, but their strategy is shame-
lessly circular: utilitarian rationality is made the test
of what counts as happiness, in order to remove that
sort of happiness which constitutes an objection to.
atilitarianism. All that is needed to counter this at -
the theoretical level is a suitable unwillingness to be
bullied. _

The problem, however, is not confined to the theo- -
retical level: it occurs drastically at the social level,
and an unwillingness to be bullied may here be
inadequate, or hard to enforce. In cases of planning,
conservation, welfare, and social decisions of all
kinds, a set of values which are, at least notionally,
quantified in terms of resources, are confronted by
values which are not quantifiable in terms of re-
sources: such as, the value of preserving an ancient.
part of a town, or of contriving dignity as well as
comfort for patients in a geriatric unit. Again and

again defenders of such values are faced with the
dilemma, of either refusing-to quantify the value in

question, in which case it disappears: from the sum -

altogether, or else of trying to attach some quantity

to it, in which case they misrepresent what they are

about and also usually lose the argument, since the

quantified value is not enough to tip the scale. In such
matters, it is not that utilitarians are committed to
thinking that these other values do not matter; nor
are they confined to thinking valuable.those things
which can presently be handled by cost-benefit anal-
ysis. They are perhaps not even bound to think that
every social value should eventually be handleable by
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able. So let us grant that in some cases, at least, we
do know what is meant by working out what course
of action would lead to the greatest happiness all
round. Granted this, we now meet two new diffi-
culties. One is, that the process of working out such
consequences is itself an activity, which itself in
various circumstances possesses various degrees of
utility ; and this has to go into the sum. The other is,
that the answer reached by utilitarian calculation of
the particular case seems in certain cases to be
morally the wrong answer. There exists a kind of
utilitarianism, called Rule-Utilitarianism, whose aim
is precisely to solve both these difficulties at once, by
one and the same device.

The first problem is, that any actual utilitarian cal-
culation will take place under conditions of consider-
able uncertainty and very partial information, so
that its results are likely to be unreliable. Moreover,
the business of caleulation itself takes time; and the
disposition to calculate in each case has psychological
features which may as a matter of fact impede things
which are utilitarianly desirable, such as resolute
action. These things being so, it is suggested that
better consequences may follow from the practice,
not of agents calculating each action, but of their

subseribing to certain rules which they apply usually
without calculation to particular cases; it is the
adoption of these rules which is assessed by appeal to
the Greatest Happiness Principle, and not the choice
of particular actions.

The same idea is invoked to explain the other fact
which otherwise presents a difficulty, that we can
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lar, even though each bill takes two dollars to proc-
ess: the point being, that it is actually cheaper to
send out all bills when due, however small the
amount, rather than to interrupt the processes to
extract a few bills. Let us call this the ‘gas bill
model’.

Now the gas bill model deals in actual conse-
quences: the actual consequences of merely applying
a rule, on the one hand, and of making a particular
interference, on the other. This sort of model, at
least, cannot render palatable to a consistent utili-
tarian a form of argument which invokes neither the
actual consequences of a particular choice, nor the
actual consequences of the general following of a
rule, but the hypothetical consequences of an imag-
ined following of a rule. Thus the familiar pattern of
moral argument, ‘how would it be if everyone did
that?’ cannot have any effect on a consistent utili-
tarian unless his action really will have the effect
of making everyone do it, which is usually pretty
implausible. A purely imaginary consequence can no
more figure in a utilitarian calculation, than the
happiness or unhappiness of purely imaginary per-
sons can. So the gas bill model, at least, cannot in
itself get us on the road to that kind of generaliza-
tion argument. :

If the utilitarian wants to Justify the use of the
generalization argument which deals in imagined
consequences, he will have to take a further step
away from the actual consequences of particular
choices, and deal in terms of the actual consequences
of people’s thinking in terms of imagined conse-
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quences. But now he seems to be getting further and
further away from the original utilitarian advan.
tages. For, first, the supposed calculation of the
utility of people’s thinking in terms of imagined
consequences—as against their working out particu-
lar cases; or working out the consequences of more
specific rules; or taking the local morality as a going
concern; or many other possibilities—this calcula-
tion begins to look more and more like bluff. How
does he know what the consequences of these various
practices might be? Second, he does know one thing,
at least: that the more general the provision to which
the utilitarian caleulation 1s attached, the more cases
there will be in which particular calculation in that
case would have produced a different result, so the
more tactical disutility he is licensing in hig pursuit
of strategic utility. In view of the doubtfulness of
the strategic utility, this ought to worry him: one of
the motivations of utilitarianism, after all, was a
hardheaded injunetion to think in terms of calculable
consequences, and not just to rely on tradition, re-
ceived practice and so forth.

The more one considers wim-izﬁmmmimg the
more pressing this sort of point becomes. Turning
once more to the gas bill model, we can recall that
what principally made the uniform practice sensible
was the cost of interfering with it. The analogy to
this in ordinary moral deliberation is the disutility
of calculating particular consequences. But the effect
of that argument is cancelled out if we consider a
case in which the particular calculation has already
been made: and this is so in the morally disquieting
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cases which presented the second kind of difficulty
rule-utilitarianism was supposed to deal with. If cal-
culation has already been made, and the consequences
of breaking the rule are found better than those of
keeping it; then certainly no considerations about
the disutility of calculation could upset that result.
And, indeed, it is very difficult to see how anything,
for a consistent utilitarian, could upset that result.
Whatever the general utility of having a certain
rule, if one has actually reached the point of seeing
that the utility of breaking it on a certain occasion
is greater than that of following it, then surely it
would be pure irrationality not to break it?

This consequence has indeed been drawn by some
tough utilitarians, such as J. J. C. Smart. If utili-
tarianism can be got going at all, then I am sure
theirs must be the right attitude to it: it is a special
doctrine, not necessarily coincident with contempo-
rary Western moral ideas in all respects, and one
must expect it to have what may well seem unpalata-
ble conclusions. Contrary to this, one feature of
much modern utilitarian theory is that it is sur-
prisingly conformist. Bentham and Mill regarded
the Greatest Happiness Principle as an instrument
of criticism and thought that by appeal to it they
could show that many Victorian moral beliefs were
mistaken and irrational, as indeed they were. But,
except for the well-established areas of sexual and
penal reform, themselves inherited from Bentham
and Mill, modern utilitarian theorists tend to spend
more effort in reconciling utilitarianism with exist-
ing moral beliefs than in rejecting those beliefs on
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the strength of utilitarianism. One recent writer, for
instance, has taken great and honest pains to show
that public executions could not, as might seem, be
justified on utilitarian grounds. He is left with some
frank doubts; but these are doubts about the appli-
cation and formulation of utilitarianism, and not, as
they surely should be, doubts about whether public
executions might not be reintroduced. This is an
absurd case. But more generally all the many human
qualities which are valued and yet resist utilitarian
treatment, such as an unaccommodating passion for
justice; certain sorts of courage; spontaneity; a dis-
position to resist such things as useful experiments
on senile patients or the use of napalm on some
people to secure (as it is supposed) the happiness of
more people, often elicit from utilitarian theorists
attempts to accommodate utilitarianism to those
values rather than condemnation of such values as
irrational legacies of a pre-utilitarian era. This is no
doubt a tribute to the decency and imagination of
those utilitarians but not to their consistency or
their utilitarianism.

Rule-utilitarianism, as the enterprise of trying to
hold on to something distinctively utilitarian, while
knocking the rougher edges off it, seems to me a
failure. This middle ground is not logically habitable.
As opposed to this, one might, on the one hand, take
the line already referred to, of Smart and others, and
pursue act-utilitarianism modified only within the
recognizable limits of the gas bill model. This is at
least consistent with the misguided aims of utilitar-
lanism, and the fact that it yields some distinctive
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and (to many) unpalatable particular moral results
should be a matter of no surprise. If, on the other
hand, you desert this territory and start to apply
the utilitarian principle to more and more general
practices and habits of thought, what you come out
with is unlikely to have any distinctively utilitarian
content at all. This capacity of utilitarianism, once
detached from the ground level, to annihilate itself,
can be illustrated by a brief argument, with which I
shall end. Its empirical premises are not, perhaps,
beyond doubt. But they are certainly at least as
plausible as most of those generally used by utili-
tarians in such matters.

One disturbing effect of people being active and
conscious utilitarians is that it tends to debase the
moral currency: a Gresham’s Law operates, by
which the bad acts of bad men elicit from better men
acts which, in better circumstances, would also be
bad. There is a simple reason for this: a utilitarian
must always be justified in doing the least bad thing
which is necessary to prevent the worst thing that
would otherwise happen in the circumstances (in-
cluding, of course, the worst thing that someone else
may do)—and what he is thus justified in doing may
often be something which, taken in itself, is fairly
nasty. The pre-emptive act is built in to utilitarian
conceptions, and certain notions of negative respon-
sibility (that you are as responsible for what you
fail to prevent, as much as for what you do) are by
the same token characteristic of it. This being so, it
is empirically probable that an escalation of pre-
emptive activity may be expected; and the total con-
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sequences of this, by utilitarian standards themselves,
will be worse than if it had never started.

The utilitarian who is immersed in the system,
however, cannot do anything about this; he must
think in terms of actual consequences, and nothing
in the realm of actual consequences (at least, noth-
ing helpful) will now be effected by some gesture
of principle—there is no way in which, from where
he is, he can lead a dash to morally higher ground.
Stepping back in reflection, however, he can con-
sider how utilitarian aims might have been better

- realized than they have been in a world of utili-

tarians interspersed with villains. No doubt they
would have been if there had been no villains: but
that, certainly, is Utopian. What looks more hope-
ful is a state of affairs in which enough people
are resistant to continuing the rot: resistant, for
instance, by there being a range of things that they
cannot consider ‘doing, or bring themselves to do,
or put up with being done, whatever other people
do or may do. There is a limit to their pre-emptive
activities. Enough people, enough of the time, it
seems, have to be prepared to stick at doing various
things, whatever the consequences may be. That
means that enough people, enough of the time, do
not have to think as utilitarians; they have, quite
definitely, to think as non-utilitarians. Nor will it do
for them to preserve at the back of their mind the
utilitarian rationale in coexistence with the required
moral blaody-mindedness. For they have to be able

to resist utilitarian temptation in the most difficult

circumstances, when much obvious harm will follow
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from resisting it, and for that their non-utilitarian-
1sm has to be very deeply engrained.

Some utilitarians have reached, if not quite for
these reasons, something rather like this conclusion,
and have thought that what it showed was that the
truth of utilitarianism could be known to a responsi-
ble élite, but should not be too widely spread among
the masses. Such a proposal is both personally and
socially hopeless. Personally, since the state of mind
aseribed to the reflective utilitarian, and the attitude
to others it involves could be honestly held, if at all,
only by a very innocent man (as perhaps Sidgwick
was), and no reflective man in our age can be that
innocent. Socially, because the educational and other
institutions required to embody such a view would
have to be quite different from anything we could
now expect or tolerate, or that utilitarianism itself
could want. ,

It all this is true, then the world which the reflec-
tive utilitarian must finally settle on as most likely to
yield the outcomes he wants, is a world in which the
Gresham’s Law is defeated because enough people
enough of the time are deeply disposed against
thinking in a utilitarian fashion. It is not possible
that this disposition should coexist with believing in
utilitarianism; nor is it acceptable or socially possi-
ble that most should have this disposition while oth-
ers, the utilitarian élite, should believe in utilitarian-
ism. All that is left is that the world which would
satisfy the utilitarian’s aspirations would be a world
from which belief in utilitarianism as an overall
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moral doctrine was totally absent, except perhaps
as a minor and ineffective eccentricity.

So, if utilitarianism is true, and some fairly plausi-
ble empirical propositions are also true, then it is
better that people should not believe in utilitarian-
ism. If, on the other hand, it is false, then it is cer-
tainly better that people should not believe in it. So,
either way, it is better that people should not believe
in it.



