


INTRODUCTIONPRIVATE 


The philosophical study of morality is called ethics.  Its goal is to discover what justifies ethical claims.  Facts play a role.  But ethical theory is decisive and usually ignored.  The point of studying ethical theory is to learn what is wrong with ethical theories that are worse than the best, and why. Then one can justify ethical claims successfully by avoiding such problems.  Knowing only what the theories are or which one is best has little value.  


Ethics is divided into normative ethics and meta ethics.  Normative ethics is divided into (1) theories of obligation and (2) theories of value.  Theories of obligation are about which acts are ethically or morally (for our purpose they are the same), right, wrong, obligatory, forbidden, or permissible.  Theories of value are about what acts or things are morally good or bad or somewhere between.  When people think of ethical theories, normative ethical theories usually come to mind and theories of obligation get most of the attention.


Meta ethical theories are (1) Theories of the meaning of ethical terms, such as “right,” “wrong,” “good,” or “bad,” (2) theories of the nature of ethical reasoning, or (3) theories of what must exist for ethics, such as metaphysical theories, theories of what causes, explains, or justifies the truth of theories and epistemological theories, theories of how to discover whether theories are true.  Meta ethical theories are central in evaluating views on topics such as:  Can definitions of ethical terms make ethical discoveries easier and discussions shorter?  Are ethical claims neither true nor false?  Are they only expressions of emotion, commands or social trickery?  Is ethical reasoning logical?  In ethical reasoning must you put yourself in the position of someone else, or consider everyone?  Are ethical principles or rules necessary for ethics or knowing ethical claims to be correct.?  Does good exist?  Why do people often not do what they believe they should do?  Do animals, rocks, or corporations have rights when they do nothing to meet their duties to protect such rights?  Views on such topics influence what people do.  Master the logic basics below.


SOME LOGIC


Claims from normative theories used with factual claims and logic, the science of argument form or structure, yield arguments for moral claims, such as:


1.  If this act helps Ed, then it is right.
            (from a normative theory)


2.  This act helps Ed.



(a factual claim) 


3.  It is right. 




(a moral claim)

Each numbered claim in the argument is an assertion, that is, it is being affirmed or taken to be true. 1. and 2. are premises being used to justify 3.  3. is the conclusion.  Being below the line indicates the conclusion.  If we name claim 2. “A” and name claim 3. “B”, that argument can be represented this way:      1. If A, then B.


        2.   A   
                                                                                                            

           
        3.   B

1. is a conditional claim because it says that A and B are related by the “if, then” relation, which is the conditional relation.  That is one of many logical relations that can relate claims.  It asserts that the truth of A is sufficient but not necessary for the truth of B and the truth of B is only necessary but not sufficient for the truth of A, that is, A only if B; falsity of B is sufficient for falsity of A.  In that relation A is called the “antecedent” and B is called the “consequent” since the sufficiency relation goes one way, from A to B rather than from B to A.   2. and 3. are each a categorical claim because each is a claim that does not say there is a relation between claims.  Further, 1., 2. and 3. are each a singular claim because each of them is about only one thing, this one, that can happen only once.  If a claim can be about more than only one thing that can happen only once, then it is general in some way and, therefore, is some sort of rule or principle.  It is universal if it is about all things in a domain; particular if about only some or at least one in it..  For example, “If it is a rock, it votes,” is universal.  So,1. is a singular conditional claim.  2. and 3. are each a singular categorical claim.


To talk about the logical form of that argument, let “p” indicate any categorical claim but no one in particular, that is, it is being used as a kind of variable.  Let “q” be that kind of variable except it indicates any other categorical claim but none in particular.  Let > represent the “if, then” relation.  Then, the logical form of the argument can be represented this way.     1.  p > q.











     2.  p       










     3.  q

That represents only the logical form or structure of the argument rather than its content or what it is about.  That is because since p and q can represent any two different categorical claims, even if they are not singular, there is no way to tell which two claims they represent. That argument form is called a valid argument form because all arguments having that form are valid.


An argument is valid if it is impossible for it to have all premises true and a false conclusion.  You have not paid enough attention to what that says unless you realize that a long way to say the same thing is:  The conclusion of a valid argument must be true provided its premises are true but if at least one premise is false, then it is possible that the conclusion is true and it is possible that the conclusion is false.  You realize that if you notice that the short description of what it is to be a valid argument leaves open the truth or falsity of the conclusion if at least one premise is false.  It tells you what must happen if the premises are true but leaves open what happens if at least one premise is false.  Basic logic courses worth taking explain why those claims are true, how to discover that they are true and explain why the basic rules of logic are as they are.  It is easy to understand but too long to go into here.


We will use some basic rules of logic to discover whether an argument is valid.  The claim that p is false is represented ~p.  “~” represents the denial of the claim that follows it:                  ~p  The rule of logic called Negation is: If p is true, then ~p is false and if ~p is true, then p is false: FT  ~p is also a categorical claim since it does not represent a logical relation relating claims.           TF 


The argument form discussed above affirms the antecedent because p, the antecedent of the conditional claim 1., also appears by itself as another premise.  It appears as premise 2. above. So, it is being asserted or affirmed. But that is not enough to make the form valid. If we consider whether it meets the requirement above for being a valid argument, namely, it is impossible that all the premises are true and the conclusion false, we believe it is valid. Notice, this invalid form also affirms the antecedent:
1. ~p > q

2.  ~p                                                                                                                                                            3.  ~q                                                                                                                                                          

To justify that an argument that affirms its antecedent is valid, we will use a rule of logic called Modus Ponens or M.P.  In M.P. arguments the antecedent or its denial appears as a premise.  If a M. P. argument is valid, it follows this rule: A VARIABLE DENIED IN ONE PLACE IS DENIED IN THE OTHER. These examples of argument forms violate M.P.:


~p > q

p > ~q

p > q

p > q

~p > ~q
~p > ~q


p      

p      

~p    

~p    

p      

~p      

q

q

~q

q

q

q


Those argument forms are invalid M.P. forms.  An argument form is invalid if it is possible that all its premises are true and its conclusion is false.  So, in any example of an invalid argument the conclusion may happen to be false or it may happen to be true even if all its premises are true.  It depends on the example.


Modus Tollens or M.T. argument forms affirm or deny the consequent.  For example:  p > q












              ~q     

                                                                                                



              ~p

If a M.T. argument is valid, it follows this rule:  EACH VARIABLE IS DENIED IN ONE PLACE AND NOT DENIED IN THE OTHER.


If an argument has a conditional premise, the way to decide whether to try to use M.P. or M.T. in an effort to show the argument is valid is if what was above called p appears only in the premises, try M.P.  If what was above called q appears only in the premises, try M.T.  Remember, p for Ponens; Tollens is the other one.


HOW TO APPLY THEORIES


Theories provide singular conditional claims used in arguments to justify singular categorical claims.  Most do it by having rules which, when applied to a single case, yield singular conditionals.  To show how this is done, here is a very simple normative theory stated as a rule:  If an act helps Ed, it is right.  The rule is a general conditional, in this case a universal claim since it is a conditional that applies to anything in a specified realm, acts that help Ed.   Next, we name an act “b”.  It is an individual act, an act that can happen only once, rather than a kind of act that can happen more than once.  That rule about acts that help Ed applies to “b” to yield a singular conditional this way:  If that rule is true, then, according to a rule of logic called Universal Instantiation, this singular conditional is true:  If b helps Ed, b is right.  Since using Universal Instantiation to apply a universal conditional to an example to justify a singular conditional has now been presented, it will be used, unmentioned, from here on where needed.


So, when we use a rule in an argument to justify a singular categorical claim we will state the argument this way:

1.  If any act helps Ed, then it is right.





2.  This act helps Ed.






3.  It is right.

Logicians notice that the argument is not an example of Modus Ponens because 2. is not the wording of the antecedent and 3. does not mean the consequent.  Our excuse is that we use what we said above about the application of a rule to apply 1. to get a singular conditional and reword 2. and 3. to get a Modus Ponens argument:     1. If b helps Ed, then b is right.   2.  b helps Ed.  /3.  b is right.


To avoid naming the individuals we are talking about, we will use “x” as a variable to refer to any one you pick so we can use an argument form having the form of Modus Ponens:

 

1.  If x is F, then x is M.



2.  x is F.


3.  x is M.

“X is F” stands for a statement of one or more facts.  F names one or more non-moral properties and “x is M” stands for any different claim.  For our purposes, it is a moral claim and M names a moral property.  An example of 1. would be, “If x helps Ed, then x is right.”  So, the example of 2. in this case would be, “x helps Ed,” a factual claim.  And, the example of 3. would be, “x is right,” an ethical claim which is the conclusion of the argument.


If an argument is claimed to be valid, it is deductive.  A deductive argument proves its conclusion if it is SOUND.  “Sound” means AN ARGUMENT HAS A VALID FORM AND ALL ITS PREMISES ARE TRUE.  Check deductive arguments for soundness, that is, truth of premises and validity of form.  It is easy to check one and forget to check the other.  The term “sound” reminds you to check both.  

                                                                INDUCTION


If it is claimed that the premises, when true, justify that the conclusion is true but do not guarantee its truth, the argument is inductive.  An inductive argument is GOOD only if ALL ITS PREMISES ARE TRUE AND IT IS STRONGER THAN ANY ARGUMENT OFFERED THAT ITS CONCLUSION IS FALSE.  Since criteria for comparative strength of inductive arguments is a complicated topic, we shall instead rely on your informed judgment.  If a singular conditional is true and would be an example of an application of a rule, it is inductive evidence for that rule.  For example, “if b is F, b is M,” is inductive evidence for “if any x is F, x is M.”  Due to “underdetermination by induction,” it is also evidence for the theory “If b is F, b is M and six cows fly,” since an inductive conclusion asserts more than its evidence.  Explanations and theories can be about kinds of things not mentioned in the premises. That makes an inductive argument “abductive” rather than statistical.

A rule or theory is false if it has counterexamples.  A counterexample to the rule above would be b is F and not M.  A counterexample to the theory above would be that one of the six flying cows died.  An inductive conclusion is accepted as true only if the argument for it is good and rejected as false when a stronger argument is offered that it is false.  Consider two claims: People are always selfish and people are sometimes selfish.  Suppose the argument for each claim has only one true premise: Ed was unselfish.  The premise is a counterexample to the first claim and the second is accepted since the argument for it is stronger than the argument for the competing claim and, thus, good so far.  Revising the claims to being only about the present avoids the counterexample. 

“.” symbolizes “and.”  So, p.q symbolizes a claim that is true if neither claim in it is false.

PRIVATE 
Contradictions describe impossible states of affairs symbolized by the form:                  
p . ~ptc  \l 1 "Contradictions describe impossible states of affairs symbolized by the form\:                  
p . -p"
It is called a logical impossibility since it is false whether claims in it symbolized by
            TFFT

letters are true or false, that is, false in all possible worlds, not just worlds with

FFTF

natural laws.  Logical necessities are claims that are true under those conditions.  A logically contingent claim is neither a logical impossibility nor a logical necessity.  A claim symbolized by only one letter is taken to be a contingent claim until shown otherwise.




NORMATIVE ETHICAL THEORIES


Normative ethical theories are metaphysical theories about what makes moral claims true used as epistemological theories for discovering which moral claims are true.  What makes a claim true, in the sense of “makes” used here, is decisive evidence.  Depending on the theory, it is what correlates with, causes, explains or justifies a true claim.  All normative ethical theories imply that if what makes a moral claim true exists, then that moral claim is true.  In the theory, “If any act helps Ed, then it is right,” helping Ed is what makes it right.  That theory has the form, if any x is F, then x is M.  Such theories are false if they have counterexamples:  examples of this x is F and it is not M.  As epistemological theories they are false if they have epistemic counterexamples:  part of discovering that x is F is knowing earlier that x is M.  That is because if knowing earlier that a claim is true is necessary, but not sufficient, for knowing that what makes it true exists, no one could discover that a claim is true.  We shall look for a normative ethical theory without those defects.


THEORIES OF OBLIGATION

Here is the usual broad classification of theories of obligation.  In “teleological” or “consequentialist” theories only effects make an act right.  If only effects on the agent, the person who does the act, make an act right, the theory is a version of “ethical egoism.”  If only effects on not only the agent, perhaps to all others, make an act right, it is a version of “utilitarianism.”  In “deontological” or “nonconsequentialist” theories something else can make an act right.  For example, the kind of act, such as being a lie or keeping a promise, or the motive of the act, such as a virtue, or selfishness as in some ethical egoisms, can at least partly make an act right.  These theories are “formalist,” that is, effects are always irrelevant, or “nonformalist,” that is, effects can be relevant and even decisive since it depends on the particular act in question.


Do not confuse two ordinary meanings of the word “right.”  1. If you have a right to do it or have it, such as, run or life, it is permitted, that is, everyone has a duty to permit it.  2. If it is right, doing it or having it is also praiseworthy to some extent.  Further, if it is a duty or obligation to do it or to it, the act is right and you have no right not to do it or permit it.  But if it is right, it might not be a duty.  For example, being a hero is right but you have a right not to be a hero.  Claims using moral words are meant to hold only under certain conditions.  For example, “You have a right to win the race,” is usually taken to mean, “You are permitted to win if the race is fair and you finish first.” 

                                                           CONSEQUENTIALISM






ETHICAL EGOISM


Ethical egoism, if it is selfish, it is moral, is often held to be a consequentialist theory.  It is at least the ethical theory of obligation that IF AN ACT IS SELFISH, THEN ONE HAS A RIGHT TO DO IT.  More extreme versions of ethical egoism claim selfish acts are right or even obligatory.  Psychological egoism is the psychological theory that IF AN ACT IS UNSELFISH, THEN IT PSYCHOLOGICALLY CANNOT BE DONE.  That is, it is a psychological law that you can not help doing only selfish acts. Its defenders usually do not notice that even if every act done is selfish, more is needed to prove that unselfish acts psychologically cannot be done. Psychological egoism, if true, supports ethical egoism due to the “ought” implies “can” principle:  IF IT OUGHT TO BE DONE, THEN IT CAN BE DONE.  The usual argument for ethical egoism is an example of a valid Modus Tollens argument:


1.  If an unselfish act ought to be done, then it can be done.

O>C


2.  It is false that an unselfish act can be done.


P.E.    ~C      
      So, 3.  It is false that an unselfish act ought to be done.

E.E.    ~O


1. is an application of the “ought” implies “can” principle to an unselfish act.  2. is psychological egoism.  3., the conclusion, is ethical egoism since it is a way of saying one has the right to do a selfish act, that is, it is morally permitted.  That argument would not establish the more extreme versions of ethical egoism, that selfish acts are right, that is, praiseworthy to some extent or that selfish acts are duties, that is, that one has no right to do unselfish acts.  Arguments for the more extreme versions are so weak that they are usually ignored.  


1. is true since the “ought” implies “can” principle seems obviously true.  But 2. is false since recognized unselfish acts people do prove that psychological egoism is false by being counterexamples to psychological egoism.  Heroes are rare but helpful people are common.  So, the usual argument for ethical egoism is unsound; ethical egoism might be true but that argument does not prove that it is true.


Defenders of 2., psychological egoism, try to show that unselfish acts are in fact selfish but are unsuccessful.  One common approach is to claim that they are selfish because psychological egoism is true.  That merely asserts the truth of what needs to be established, namely, that the theory is true and the facts are not facts.  That way of presupposing the truth of what needs to be established is called “begging the question.”  The counterexamples show the assertion is false so far.


A second defense of 2. is to claim, (a) doing it makes it selfish.  So, if an act is unselfish, it cannot be done.  Those who hold (a) have not noticed that doing an act is not sufficient for it to be selfish because its being selfish depends on other features of the act; for example, it helps only yourself.  The people who have tried to do an unselfish act and have succeeded are counterexamples to (a).


A third defense is to say, “Isn't it possible that apparently unselfish acts are really selfish?”  Often theories are added to explain how it is possible.  For example, isn't it possible they are selfish because they are done to avoid pain; possibly, possible pain of guilt?  The adequate reply is that anything is possible, but that does not show it is the least bit likely.  That also applies to the theories added.  The counterexamples remain effective.


If that is not taken to be obvious and decisive, it is often effective to point out that the same kind of claim equally well defends opposed views:  Isn't it possible that apparently selfish acts are really unselfish acts to improve the ability of others to cope with apparently selfish acts.  That claim might be made to defend psychological altruism, the psychological theory that if an act is selfish, then it psychologically cannot be done, a theory that has apparently selfish acts as counterexamples.  Since the same kind of inductive argument defends opposed psychological theories against their counterexamples equally well, neither argument is good and the counterexamples show the theories are false.


A fourth defense is to hold the theory that all unselfish acts are in fact selfish due to subconscious selfishness.  But, so far, there is no way to establish that subconscious unselfishness is not working instead, even in cases of apparently selfish acts. 


Since psychological egoism and psychological altruism both have counterexamples, the theory that sometimes acts are selfish and sometimes they are not fits the facts best.  We cannot discover whether selfish acts are more common than unselfish ones to show that psychological egoism is more likely than psychological altruism.  The problem is not just that circumstances limit the information we can gather or that we cannot read minds.  The problem is that it is unclear what properties make an act as selfish.  Does being a selfish act require something other than effects on the agent, such as, believing there are particular effects on the agent?  Maybe being a selfish act requires believing one is selfish, or trying to be selfish, or acting from selfishness, which are not effects; maybe not.  Is an act selfish if “it is done for your own benefit?”  That could be a description of the effects or the intention that caused the act or both.  Sometimes that description seems inadequate compared to “done for your own benefit without regard for others,” which is often inadequate compared to a more detailed description of which others and what kinds of regard, and how many and how much.  So, recognizing clear examples or indications of an act being selfish is often easy, but what properties identify an act as selfish is unsettled.


Bishop Butler gave the most famous historical refutation of psychological egoism if part of psychological egoism is that an act is selfish only if the only motive or primary motive from which one acts is self-love, which is taken to be the desire for ones own happiness, that is, pleasure.  He points out: (a) The desire for pleasure is never satisfied unless one has at least one particular passion, that is, a desire for something other than pleasure, which when satisfied causes pleasure.  So, if you ever have pleasure, the desire for pleasure is not your only desire.  (b) Particular passions, such as desires for food or money, often lead to loss of pleasure.  So, desire for pleasure is not the primary motive either.  (c) Many people have the particular passion of benevolence, the desire to do good for others.  So, benevolence is compatible with desire for your own pleasure.


Even if no argument establishes that ethical egoism is true and even if what is required for an act to be selfish is so unclear that psychological and ethical egoism are useless theories, still, ethical egoism might be true.  There are three strong objections to ethical egoism.

  
First, ethical egoism has obvious counterexamples of selfish acts that are wrong, even though it is unclear what properties make an act selfish.  Cheating is usually a clear example. 


Second, if a selfish act is done by a first person at the expense of a second person, ethical egoism, used by the first, says the act is permitted and, used by the second, says the act is not permitted.  But when a theory, properly used by two people, implies a contradiction, it is false. 


Here is decisive evidence against any version of ethical egoism: The fact that an act is selfish, by itself, never justifies that one has a right to do it nor that the act is wrong.  There are always other relevant features of the act to consider since at least the feature that it has no other morally relevant features is a morally relevant feature.  What justifies that one has a right to do an act is that it has no features sufficient to make it wrong, since what is not wrong is permissible.  So, being selfish, by itself, does not determine the moral character of any act.  It might happen that you have a duty to do a selfish act, but its being selfish is not, by itself, sufficient justification that it is permissible.  Trying to live can be a duty and selfish.


One answer to the question “Why be moral?” is “You are more likely to get more of what you want.”  If that theory is true, it explains and justifies morality and being moral to anyone, selfish or not, who wants to know why one would decide to be moral.  Hobbes, the most famous psychological and ethical egoist, accepted a version of that theory when he argued that the rational way to be selfish is to be moral since if you are not, it is more likely that others will keep you from getting what you want.  Plato explained why others are not needed to enforce the point.  In his myth of the Ring of Gygies using the ring makes you invisible so that you can do what you want yet have a good reputation.  But seeming to be moral without being moral causes you to get less of what you want because immorally getting what you want trains you to be unable to work for what you want and to want more than you can get.  In contrast, moral people only want what they deserve and can usually get what they want due to improving their ability to work.  His basic points seem to be that since the theory just above is true, the most rational way to be selfish, or any other way, requires being moral and being selfish is not the same as being rational.  We saw above why psychological and ethical egoism are false and why believing they are true is not rational.  The best normative ethical theory answers the much harder and more basic question “What is moral?” by explaining and justifying why what is moral is moral. 


UTILITARIANISM


Utilitarianism is IF AN ACT CAUSES MORE GOOD THAN ANY OTHER ACT, THEN IT IS A DUTY.   Accordingly, if acts are equal in causing the most good, they are right and it is a duty to do one of them, but which one is left open. To apply this theory of obligation a theory of value, a theory of what is good, must be added to it.  Theories of value will be examined after our survey of theories of obligation.  Historical versions of utilitarianism usually add the theory of value that pleasure and only pleasure is good.  The famous arguments of Mill and Bentham for utilitarianism are examined in the history of ethics chapter and found to be weak.  Still, utilitarianism may be the best theory of obligation.


The historical utilitarians are “act utilitarians” since they claimed only good effects, not rules, make an act right.  It may sound strange to say that only effects “make” an act right since they might not exist yet.  What is meant is that having the best effects is the only decisive evidence that the act is a duty, which is a metaphysical theory about what is evidence in ethics.  That is true if any act having the property of having the best effects also has the property of being a duty and the property of being right is not related that way to any other property, which is a metaphysical theory about how effects are related to being a duty.  Act utilitarians claim rules do not make an act a duty but are only the best indicator of being a duty, an epistemological theory.  They admit utilitarian moral rules sometimes mislead because effects rather than rules make acts duties.  This kind of problem is expected if a metaphysical theory of what makes something have a property is different from the epistemological theory of what indicates that it has the property.
    
The problem of unknown effects is often held to be a decisive criticism of utilitarianism.  The historical utilitarians admit we cannot discover all the effects of an act and compare them with all the effects of all the alternative acts we might do to discover which act causes the most good, an epistemological theory.  So, they admit act utilitarianism has epistemic counterexamples:  To discover that an act causes the most good, a different normative theory of obligation must be used to discover the act is a duty since being a duty is necessary, but not sufficient, for discovering that an act  causes the most good    


Their strategy for dealing with the problem of unknown effects justifies not considering any effects of the individual act being considered and indicates a common inductive argument for utilitarianism.  It consists of using experience of the effects of individual acts of various kinds to inductively justify a variety of moral rules.  The justified rules justify utilitarians in using the rules to justify that an individual act is a duty.  So, utilitarians are justified in not appealing to the effects of the individual act to justify whether the act is a duty.  So, while the problem of unknown effects is not solved, utilitarianism is the best theory of obligation since no competing theory has a better strategy for justifying different rules.


The strategy fails due to the epistemological problem of underdetermination by induction.  The problem is that any rule supported by induction is inadequately justified.  For example, suppose we have discovered by experience, without appeal to any rule, that nine of ten lies have caused, on the whole, bad consequences so far. The strategy fails due to the problem of which, if any, of these conflicting rules those facts justify:  lying is always wrong, nine out of ten times lying is wrong, lying is probably wrong, lying is more likely wrong than right except when…, the eleventh lie will be right and cows fly.  The possibilities are endless.  Some are more plausible than others according to informed intuition, but not logic.


So far, historical utilitarianism faces two decisive criticisms.  The theory of what makes an act a duty faces the problem that an act being right cannot be justified by appeal to its effects because of the problem of unknown effects.  The theory of what indicates being right faces the problem that rules are not justified because of the problem of underdetermination of rules by induction.


A second problem often held to be a decisive criticism of utilitarianism is that according to utilitarianism, if a wrong act causes the most good, it is a duty.  For example, if it would cause the most good, promise breaking, lying, unjust punishment, unfairness, ignoring merit, injustice and being a hero would be duties; any right to do otherwise would not exist.  


The historical utilitarians grant the point but claim it is not evidence against utilitarianism because, first, wrong acts never cause the most good.  Second, even if wrong acts sometimes do cause the most good, they have the best theory of what justifies moral claims since the other theories of what justifies moral claims are worse.  Their strategy requires that a rule rather than the effects of the act justify any claim about it being a duty.  Effects of the act make it right or wrong but do not justify it since all of them are unknown if the act has not been done.

  
They claim that compared to other rules their rules are the best justification since induction justifies their rules stating exceptions to rules.  Experiences with acts that are wrong according to a rule but having features usually causing better effects justify that those acts are exceptions.  An example might be the rule that lying is wrong except when done to prevent a great evil and not lying will cause little good.  Over time unjust rules are modified or abandoned due to their bad effects.  For example, the rule just above might get “except when it violates someone’s rights” added to the end. So there will not be acts justified as right when justified as wrong.  Though there may be acts justified as right when, unknown to us, their effects make them wrong or justified as wrong when effects make them right.  Unfortunately, underdetermination by induction defeats this reply.  So, the criticism that historical utilitarianism requires doing wrong acts if they cause the greatest good is effective.


A third problem for act utilitarianism is that it cannot solve conflicts of utilitarian rules.  The historical utilitarians reply that rules for solving rule conflicts are justified by induction based on correlating effects with other features of the various acts that have been used to solve rule conflicts in the past.  Again, underdetermination by induction defeats the reply.  So, the criticism that historical utilitarianism cannot settle rule conflicts is effective.





RECENT ACT UTILITARIANISM


A recent act utilitarian way of trying to avoid the problems above is reject “objective” for “subjective” utilitarianisms.  The proposal is to ignore actual effects and use versions of act utilitarianism based on believed, expected, likely, tended toward effects or preferences, etc.  That does not solve the problem since knowing what such effects are requires just as much knowledge of the future to confirm beliefs about such effects as knowledge of the future required to confirm beliefs about the actual effects.   If beliefs about what your beliefs are, or beliefs about what are the likely effects of an act, are available and all that is required, then there is no need to ignore unknown actual effects since beliefs about them are available too.  All theories face the problem that when used with beliefs about the relevant facts that might be false, the theory might yield a false conclusion.  That is not a good reason to suppose that different facts are relevant, especially since beliefs about them also might be false.  This way of trying to deal with the problem of unknown effects is ineffective.  It ignores unknown effects and its focus on other kinds of effects raises problems of at least equal difficulty. 


A second recent act utilitarian way of trying to deal with the problems is Smart's “ripples in the pond postulate,” that effects lose importance with their distance from the act the way ripples in a pond lose height with distance from where they started.  However, that does not solve the problem and adds another.  There is still the problem of unknown effects and the additional problem of discovering how much good an effect loses with time.  How much less wrong is a murder if the victim dies after two hours rather than one hour?


A third recent act utilitarian effort to deal with its problems is to claim, as Smart has, that when it is not practical to calculate the effects of alternative acts, you should use utilitarian rules.  The problem for this solution is that it is never practical to calculate all the effects of all the alternative possible acts and the problem of underdetermination by induction


A fourth and decisive problem for act utilitarianism was offered by Bernard Rosen.  It applies even if the other problems did not exist.  Act utilitarianism cannot be used to decide whether to calculate the effects of an act or use a utilitarian rule, which Bernard Rosen proved as follows:  Suppose an act utilitarian tries to use act utilitarianism to decide whether to (A) calculate the effects of an act or (B) use a utilitarian rule.  He must (C) calculate the effects of calculating the effects of the act and (D) calculate the effects of using the rule and compare the results.  But to (C) calculate the effects of calculating the effects of the act, he would have to (A) calculate the effects of the act, which is the calculation he is trying to decide whether or not to do in the first place.  So act utilitarianism cannot justify an act of using a rule rather than effects to justify an act is right.


RULE UTILITARIANISM

                                         UTILITARIAN RULES MAKE ACTS RIGHT

Rule utilitarians claim that what makes an act right is a rule justified by effects rather than the effects of the act.  That is, whatever acts have the property of being right according to a utilitarian rule, and only those acts, also have the property of being right, a metaphysical theory that a rule is decisive evidence that an act is right. They claim the rule is utilitarian and justified if and only if the rules or the acts it is about have better effects than alternative rules or acts, a metaphysical theory about what is decisive evidence that the rule is justified.


John Rawls offered a distinction between “summary rules” and “constitutive rules” said to solve the problem of unknown effects, the problem that causing more good justifies wrong acts, the problem of what rules to use to settle rule conflicts and the problem of the underdetermination of rules by induction.


Here are examples of summary rules; some better than others.  If it looks like rain, take an umbrella.  Being nice accomplishes more.  If you want it to last, take care of it.  The best way to brush your teeth is with a broom.  Such rules are often called rules of thumb or strategy rules.   


Summary rules have five features:  1. They are inductive generalizations.  2. What they are about can exist without them.  3. What they are about can be recognized without knowing them.  4. They are supposed to be useful.  5. Anyone is entitled to reconsider the correctness of a rule, reject it, and formulate new ones.


Constitutive rules have the opposite features:  1. They are not inductive generalizations.  2. Some of what they are about cannot exist without the rules.  3. Some of what they are about cannot be recognized without knowing the rules.  4. They are not designed to be useful.  5. Only some people are entitled to reconsider the correctness of the rule.  


Constitutive rules define or constitute a practice because the practice can not exist without them.  For example, Abner Doubleday did not discover the rules of baseball by induction by watching baseball games because baseball did not exist until he made up the rules. Only the rules settle what counts as playing the game.  Similarly, due to criminal laws, some evil doers are also criminals.  It is widely held that due to rules of polite behavior, some remarks are insults.  It is widely believed that due to rules for symbols some hand movements are waves and if you don't mean what you say, the words mean it for you, otherwise what you say would never mislead others about what you mean.


Rawls points out that utilitarians can use that distinction between kinds of rules to claim that utilitarian constitutive ethical rules state that causing the greatest good does not justify doing wrong acts.  Notice, such rules could also state that unknown effects are irrelevant to rightness and that the summary rules, that do not conflict with the constitutive rules, that seem best to you at the moment successfully justify acts.  The utilitarian justification of such constitutive rules would be that they cause more good than the lack of such rules.   


Customarily, evidence that utilitarian constitutive rules cause more good comes from thought experiments.  Thought experiments use what makes the most sense in conceivable situations rather than inductions from experiencing individual situations.  For example, if causing the most good justified promise breaking, then people would have to waste a lot of time, effort, and money to make sure promises to them are kept.  They would have to see to it that breaking the promise would cause less good than keeping it.  But if they can rely on promises being kept, then the resources they would use to make sure promises are kept can be put to much better use.  So, more good is caused if constitutive ethical rules require that causing the most good does not justify promise breaking.  Similar reasoning applies to unjust punishment and the other examples of wrong acts.


Justification of rules by thought experiment avoids the problem of underdetermination by induction and the other problems that face act utilitarians.  That makes a constitutive rule utilitarianism attractive.  But thought experiments face the problem of showing they are reliable predictors of actual effects since they rely on believed effects, yielding a form of subjective utilitarianism.


Some rule utilitarians claim there is observable evidence concerning the reliability of thought experiments. They claim that observing similar or different rules, constitutive or summary, in combinations or separately, and observing that the rules have caused the most good so far compared to times and places where they do not exist, justifies some of them.  


They are wrong.  Rules have no color or shape so no one has discovered an experiential or observable difference between one rule and another or no rules at all.  There is no observable difference between being the effect of a rule rather than being the effect of something else. Effects of rules are held to differ depending on whether the rules are known, accepted, followed, promoted or internalized, relations of rules to persons or cultures, etc., how rules and those relations interact with how they are enforced, how many there are, their complexity, the number of people involved, the circumstances they apply to, etc. Those relations and interactions do not have observable sensory characteristics.  If observing a rule and its effects is only understanding a rule in a situation and what its effects are in that situation, there is no way to discover that any understanding of such things is correct even if we grant that sometimes events establish that the understood effects have not happened.  Each of those truths is a sufficient explanation of why no laws of social science about such matters have been discovered by observing rules and their effects and none will be. How do you observe a rule to discover whether a statement of it is accurate?


We considered earlier the historical utilitarians use of experience of the effects of individual acts as the inductive basis for summary rules.  We saw that it fails due to underdetermination by induction.

 
The historical utilitarians do not discuss the possibility that we experience constitutive ethical rules and their effects which inductively justifies some and discredits others.  Perhaps they did not believe that there are such rules or that they or their effects are experienced.  That is usually their view about rules that are not summary rules.  They permit the interpretation that even the utilitarian principle is a summary rule relying on intuition having confirmed reliability as the best solution to the problem of underdetermination by induction.  They grant that legal laws are constitutive rules and that voting for, ratifying, endorsing, obeying, etc., such laws are acts that can have utilitarian justification. 


A decisive objection to any version of rule utilitarianism is that moral rules alone cannot be successfully used to justify any act.  Suppose that to justify an act, a rule or rules must be used.  But which rule or rules?  To make that decision, a rule or rules must be used.  But which rule or rules?  And so on, to infinity.  So, no moral rule or rules can be successfully used to justify an act.  Suppose the rule utilitarian claims that people already know which rule or rules to use.  Then, they know the rule or rules are not misleading about the act because they know which acts are right but not by using a rule or rules.  So, it is not because a rule or rules can be successfully used to justify an act that they know the act is right.  That is, any theory that claims ethical rules can be used to justify acts successfully is false.  The remaining question of whether any moral rule or rules do justify an act, apart from whether they can be successfully used to do so, requires more investigation.


Rule utilitarian theories offered so far are unacceptable because they have not proposed adequate solutions to these problems.  First, the utilitarian constitutive ethical rule that would cause the most good would be the utilitarian principle, which gave rise to the problems that use of utilitarian constitutive ethical rules is supposed to solve.  Second, what justifies that any acts are justified by rules, whether summary or constitutive, including choosing which rule, even when rules conflict? Third, an objection to any rule theory is that the rules are too vague to decide borderline cases or too detailed to be of any practical use.  Any legal system is an effort to write all of morality as a set of rules and faces this objection.  Fourth, Historical utilitarians do not justify their claim that only motives and intentions make people good but only effects make acts right.


Some version of utilitarianism might be true.   But as a theory of obligation, it is false due to epistemological counterexamples.  So it has the problem that a utilitarian can discover what makes an act right exists only by use of a different theory obligation to discover which acts are right.

DEONTOLOGICAL THEORIES


A normative ethical theory of obligation is “deontological” or “nonconsequentialist” if features of an act other than its effects can make an act right.  Such features might be the kind of act it is, such as, being a lie or keeping a promise, or the motive of the act, such as good intentions or virtuous character. Of course, the kind of act it is can depend on effects as much as it depends on the intentions and motives of the person who does it.  Moral luck plays a role.  For example, throwing a brick becomes a homicide if it kills someone. 


These theories may be “formalist,” that is, effects are always irrelevant, or “nonformalist,” that is, effects might be relevant and perhaps decisive since it depends on the particular act in question.  So, formalist deontologies follow the rule that EFFECTS OF ACTS DO NOT MAKE ACTS RIGHT.  The rule states a necessary but not sufficient condition for a correct ethical claim or rule.  More exactly, the rule is:  In the argument form, “F” in “x is F” is not about effects of the act. 

                                                     FORMALIST  DEONTOLOGIES


ETHICAL ABSOLUTISM


Absolutists believe that there are claims that not only do not but also cannot have counterexamples.  Ethical absolutism is:  At least one ethical claim of the form, “if x is F, then x is M,” applies to this case of an x being F and this case cannot be a counterexample to that claim.  That is, there are things that make the claim false in other possible worlds or cases but if they exist in this possible world or this case, they do not make it false and the facts that can make the claim false in this case happen in no possible version of the actual world.  For example, according to an absolutist singular conditional, if this act keeps the promise, then it is right no matter what.  That is, it is right, for example, even if the promise is silly and breaking it saves millions of lives.


Any normative ethical theory is a version of ethical absolutism if at least one of its conditionals applies to a case that not only is not but also cannot be a counterexample to it.  Constitutive moral rules and claims are absolutist rules and claims.  But absolutist claims need not be constitutive.  For example, natural laws fit the description of absolutist claims above.  But if induction is used to discover them, we might never discover exact knowledge of them.  The justification of an absolutist claim is that it has been legislated.  The legislator might be taken to be God or society or human nature, etc.  The relevant kind of act for any version of ethical absolutism is that it has the feature that it cannot be a counterexample to the absolutist claim.  The usual refutation of any version of absolutism consists of offering counterexamples to it.  That refutes weak absolutism.  An example is the act described at the end of the paragraph above. 


Strong absolutists reply that the counterexamples do not apply in the cases they are talking about because the cases appear to be the same but a decisive difference exists.  Strong absolutist efforts to state the decisive difference in the cases being compared usually result in the claim that the difference exists because something says the difference exists.  For example, I say so, or God, society, a rule or something else says so.  If that is the decisive difference, those theories are examined below.  But if strong absolutists only assert a difference without saying what it is, the theory may be true but has epistemic counterexamples.  Discovering that a moral claim is true would be necessary but not sufficient for discovering later that the decisive difference that makes the moral claim true exists. 


THE DIVINE COMMAND THEORY:


IF GOD WILLS IT, IT IS RIGHT.


In Plato's dialogue Euthyphro, Socrates asks is the holy loved by the gods because it is holy or is it holy because it is loved by the gods?  The divine command theory raises a similar question.  Does God will it because it is right or is it right because God wills it?  Often the question is taken as a metaphysical question about what causes what and that makes it a meta-ethical question.


It is raised here because often those who accept the divine command theory do so because of the answer they accept to that meta ethical question.  They claim that what is right is right only because God wills it or says so.  They would defend that metaphysical theory on the grounds that since God is all powerful, God can do whatever God wants.


Religious tradition replies that if it is right only because God wills it but not because of what God wills, then God acts without justification, so is irrational, so is not good, so is not praiseworthy; worthy only of being feared and condemnation.  The proper view is that what God wills is right because it is right.  The metaphysical theory explaining how that can be so is that before creation, God knows all the possible worlds that can be created, chooses one as good as any can be and uses that possibility as the plan for the world.  So, if God says an act is right, that is because according to the plan, it is right and that is why God creates it that way.  God knows all the best theories and that according to them, God's choices are correct.  So, God does not believe it is right only because God wills it.


The metaphysical issue is raised here to stress that a theory about what makes an act right, a metaphysical theory, is different from a theory of what to use to discover and justify that an act is right, an epistemological theory, which is how a theory of obligation is usually used.  If you do not confuse those two kinds of theories with each other, it is much easier to understand what is wrong with the divine command theory of obligation.


The main criticism of the divine command theory is that because of conflicting information sources, the only way to discover what God commands includes discovering what is right earlier; that is, it has epistemic counterexamples.  So, one must use an ethical theory other than the divine command theory to discover what is right.  That criticism is no evidence that it is false that if God wills it, then it is right.  It is only evidence that as a normative ethical theory the divine command theory is false because it lacks a theory of how to discover what acts are commanded by God.


Religions try to solve that problem with the religious theory of ethics:  If the correct religion says it is right, then God says it is right.  The same kind of criticism applies. The sources of information about what that religion says can be an individual, committee, tradition, the whole religious community or society, or a book, or whatever.  When the rightness of an act is unclear, the sources disagree on the rightness of the act.  That causes ethical relativists faster than you can say “What is the proper interpretation of this religious absolute?”  The criticism is that it has epistemological counterexamples:  The only way to discover which of the conflicting sources is correct about what the correct religion says about which acts are right includes discovering earlier which acts are right.  That requires use of an ethical theory other than a religious theory of ethics.


The basic point is that a religion does not say it is right unless God wills it and God does not will it unless it is right.  So, God would use some other ethical theory to justify whether the act is right in order to discover whether a religion or God should say the act is right if God wanted to justify to God that God is right.


If religions are identified by only social roles and ceremonies rather than by which claims they assert to be religious and true, then Confucianism and, perhaps, Marxism or the Star Trek fan club are religions, and the point is even more simple.  If the religion is correct about ethical topics, then, due to conflicting information sources, the only way to discover what the religion says is right is to discover what is right, which requires using a different ethical theory.


ETHICAL RELATIVISM


By custom textbook writers usually say ethical relativism is a normative ethical theory and that it is: IF AN ACT IS ACCEPTED AS MORAL, THEN IT IS MORAL.  That is obviously wrong since non relativists and absolutists gladly accept it provided they get to specify the acceptor.  Only ethical relativists claim that if there is disagreement about morality, then some moral claim or some claim about morality is correct.   So, that conditional is ethical relativism.  It is a meta ethical theory about the nature of moral reasoning.  Here we follow the custom about what ethical relativism is and include the argument that the meta ethical theory is false. 


By custom, versions of ethical relativism differ on what does the accepting.  Usually it is a culture or society.  But often it is some subgroup of a group such as the majority of a culture, or “them” rather than “us,” or “me” rather than “those who disagree with me.”  It has been a book, tradition, authority, moral code, conceptual scheme or set of rules.  The list can be infinite. 


The usual evidence offered for ethical relativism is:  There is disagreement about what is moral.  That is called cultural relativism because usually cultures rather than other kinds of things, such as people or books, are said to disagree when this kind of evidence for ethical relativism is offered.  Everyone agrees that cultural relativism is a true factual claim.  Understanding the words seems sufficient for knowing it is true, though, of course, it could be false.  It is not an ethical theory because it is about people and cultures; it is not about which facts justify an ethical claim.


The usual argument for ethical relativism uses cultural relativism as the only evidence for ethical relativism.  The usual criticism of that argument is that cultural relativism is true but not evidence for anything except for what causes or explains the disagreement.  In particular, ethical relativists offer no reason to believe this meta ethical theory: If cultural relativism is true, then ethical relativism is true, (CR>ER), whether taken as a rule, a singular conditional or even an inductive relation.  That is, there is no reason to believe that if there is disagreement about whether it is moral, then if it is accepted as moral, it is moral.  Obviously, one or more of those disagreeing is wrong, which indicates nothing, even if ethical relativism happens to be true.  More formally, the criticism is: The truth that disagreement exists does not deductively necessitate anything and it is not inductive evidence for anything, except for theories that explain the disagreement. 


Even if that criticism is obvious, the evidence for it can make it more convincing.  Consider any claim exactly like ethical relativism but not about ethics, such as, “earth relativism”:  If a shape of the earth is accepted, the earth has that shape.  Everyone agrees that the earth has only one shape and that cultural relativism about the shape of the earth, disagreement about what shape it is, by itself, is not even inductive evidence for anything, other than theories that explain the disagreement.  Similar remarks apply to any disputed topic.


Further, CR is not inductive evidence for ER when ER is offered as the best explanation of CR.  Those disagreeing about the shape of the earth do not believe the best explanation of their dispute is that if one of them accepts that it has a particular shape, that is the shape it has. Nor do they believe that if there is dispute about the shape of the earth, it has the differing shapes the disputants assert it to have. Nor do they believe that a claim about the shape of the earth or accepting an earth shape is the best explanation of the dispute.  Even the obviously false explanation that the disputants have never been wrong would be better.  Rather, they all believe the best explanation of the dispute is that there is disagreement about something other than the shape of the earth, namely, there is disagreement about what is the proper evidence, in this case the proper evidence for discovering shape.  Some believe looking at it is enough, others believe more is involved.  They agree that whether an earth shape is accepted is irrelevant, might bias investigators and that the best explanation of any disagreement is that there is disagreement about the evidence.  


So, disagreement about the evidence is the best theory for explaining why there is ethical disagreement, not ethical relativism.  For example, bathing in water daily was held to be wrong in Arabia but held to be permissible in the U. S.  That was cultural relativism about the rightness of bathing in water daily.  Both cultures agreed that if there is not enough water to drink, you should not bathe in it and agreed that since there is plenty of water in the U. S. but not in Arabia, bathing daily is permissible in the  U. S. but not in Arabia.  They also agreed that case of cultural relativism about baths is not best explained by ethical relativism, heart felt feelings, the way they were brought up, nor by the cultures but by the relevant evidence.  It is best explained by whether there is a water shortage in the area considered. 


The same theory explaining disagreement applies to important disagreements.  In Malaya it was held that you should kill someone when your child is born.  We disagreed.  They agreed with us that you should help your child but also believed the only way for your child to get a soul is to destroy its home.  The disagreement is not best explained by ethical relativism but by disagreement about a factual issue about souls.  If no one died, except those they killed, while our children grew up fine, they would grant that is some evidence that their soul theory is wrong.  However, they would probably claim they are not the same kind of thing we are, but would not try to prove it by running the same experiment because if they were right, they would be wiped out.  However, cannibalism is reported to have stopped there in 1960. 


A meta ethical objection to any evidence against the argument for ethical relativism is that logic does not apply to ethical claims and arguments.  In reply here it is enough to point out that there would also be no reason to accept ethical relativism.   Arguments and theories favoring that claim about logic are examined and refuted in the meta ethics section of this book.


Postmoderns, such as Sartre, are associated with a second argument for ethical relativism.  He tells of a fellow wondering whether to go off to war or take care of his mom and is sure the recruiter will disagree with his priest and mom.  He knows the most famous ethical theories, but it is not clear how to apply them.  It is a terrifying choice, a no win situation.  Sartre claims every decision is like that.  So, all we can do is make choices.  And, when we choose, we have chosen for everyone that it is the right choice.  And, you are acting in “bad faith” if you suppose you do anything other than make choices.  He tells the story as an example of the basic idea in existentialism, which accepts the theory, “existence before essence,” existence is more basic than anything else.  It is unclear why Sartre and existentialists take the point of that theory and story to be that no matter what, you are always free to chose anything.  They might believe the false claim that you always have a justified right to accept and do what is unjustified and that nothing is justified.  If so, they admit those claims are unjustified. Some people who claim, “I accept it.  So, it's moral,” say they are existentialists or postmoderns, which associates them with Sartre.  


Sartre tells us two things we already know.  There are always conflicting sources of information and we cannot avoid making choices.  But that is not evidence for making one choice rather than another.  So, he offers no normative theory.  If he believes there is no acceptable normative theory, he ignores the fact that it is not a decision but rather a fact that at every moment there are infinities of decisions that are obviously wrong and that it is often easy to figure out which decisions are justified and what justifies them.  An acceptable normative theory will provide a justification that the wrong ones are wrong and the right ones are right.


If Sartre has an argument, it seems to be a second argument for ethical relativism:  Conflicting sources of information always exist.  So, if I accept it is moral, it is moral.  The basic criticisms of the first argument apply to this one by substituting conflict of sources for disagreement. 


Countless counterexamples show the argument is bad.  Suppose he gets a new gun, shoots everyone he sees and says “I chose to accept that it is right to make sure it kills people.”  Of course, that is a reason to have done it and thus a reason to believe it was right.  But it conflicts with the obvious information, even if he chooses to ignore it, that such a reason is not enough to justify that the act is right and if it is the only reason for doing the act, that is a sufficient reason to believe it was wrong.  There are always conflicting sources of information.  But what to decide is often obvious or can be figured out and, thus, justified.  Since Sartre’s theory denies that fact, his theory is false.


Feminists, Multiculturalists, Deconstructionists, Post Moderns and politicians are philosophically most similar in using this worse variation of Sartre’s argument:   Each claim is made from a point of view, thus, biased, thus, unacceptable.  But, my claim is acceptable.  Notice, according to the premise, the conclusion is unacceptable and the premise is too.


            Even if there are no good arguments for ethical relativism, it still might be the best normative theory.  It is not.  The usual refutation of ethical relativism is that if ethical relativism is true, then disagreeing acceptors are each correct.  It is impossible that each is correct.  At least one is wrong. So, ethical relativism has counterexamples.  


One common defense is that it is not impossible that each is correct and provides an example such as the following:  In culture C1 it is raining but in culture C2 it is not raining.  So both cultures can be correct yet disagree about the same thing: “It is raining.” 


What defeats this reply is that no one goes on to consider, much less accept, “weather relativism” or suppose that whether it is raining depends on a culture or what someone accepts or believes in her heart or how one was raised, etc., rather than the weather.  That is because it is obvious that “It is raining” said in C1 and C2 is about different states of affairs in different places.  The normal understanding of any spoken language is that when someone says “It is raining,” the person is not talking about somewhere other than the circumstances in which he happens to be unless context makes that clear.  So, the speakers are not talking about the same thing.  Given the words said in C1 and C2, no one supposes that “It is raining” is both true and false because it is true in one place and false in another, and there seems to be no reason to believe things are different in ethics.  People must be talking about the same thing and be correct in believing they agree on what it is they are talking about, in order to disagree about it.  So the usual refutation of ethical relativism is successful.


As the science of linguistics puts it, a token (sounds or marks) of the sentence type “It is raining,” when used to talk about the weather at the location of C1, is true when the proposition “It rains at a location in C1 at time T,” is true and a different token of that type is false when the proposition “It  rains at a location in C2 at time T,” is false.  So, only propositions and, thus, tokens are true or false but sentence types are neither true nor false.  Propositions are what can be said other than words by using tokens of a type.  Propositions and types are not material objects the same way numbers and natural laws are not material objects.


A second common refutation of ethical relativism is that there is no way to justify that an acceptor is the proper acceptor, especially one used to justify another acceptor.  That epistemological problem shows that as a normative ethical theory, ethical relativism and its use are unjustified.


There is no sensible way to justify taking a culture, person, book, rule or something else as the  thing which if it accepts an act as right, then the act is right.  Obviously, choosing it arbitrarily or by whim admits the choice is not sensible.  If the choice is due to a feature that only that thing has, such as being Dear Abby, it is as justified to choose something else which has a feature only that thing has, such as being the next drunk.  If it is chosen due to a feature it shares with something else, it is as justified to choose something else that has that feature and the same goes for choosing that feature rather than another.


That refutation of ethical relativism indicates that according to the correct normative theory, true claims about things other than the act, that is, claims no matter how complex, about people, motives, rules and effects are not sufficient for the ethical character of the act.  So, the non moral properties of the act are decisive.  That is because the choice of such other things as sufficient is not justified by any property they have.  To discover that what makes an act right exists, one would have to discover earlier that the act is right due to the problem of epistemic counterexamples.


A third refutation of ethical relativism is the new problem problem.  If it is a new kind of problem, one with features that may make it importantly different from familiar problems, acceptors have not decided what ought to be done concerning it.  So a different theory, the correct ethical theory, must be used to discover what should be accepted as right concerning it.

 
Some relativists believe that if different acts ought to be done, different rules are accepted.  That has counterexamples.  Both A and B believe you should save drowning babies.  A baby is drowning thirty feet from shore.  Olympic swimmer A ought to dive in and swim to save the baby.  Much later the same baby is drowning in the same place.  B ought to walk out on the ice and grab the baby out of the fishing hole.  Some relativists believe that if different rules are accepted, different acts ought to be done.  That has counterexamples.  A and B both perform the same act of swimming to save the drowning baby; the same drops fly off their fingers since we run time by twice and only change the swimmers.  But A accepts the rule above, evil B accepts the rule that you should not let babies get away because there are too many babies.


A common reply to any of the above problems with ethical relativism and its defense ignores them and is used as a defense of ethical relativism.  The common reply is that everything is relative.  That reply is ineffective.  Why should one suppose that is an adequate reply, supports ethical relativism or is even true?  Is it only a way of saying the physics of Einstein is better than that of Newton?  If so, exactly why should one suppose that supports ethical relativism?  If the answer is “because everything is related to everything else,” why should one suppose that supports ethical relativism rather than works against it, or is of any importance at all to the topic?


Often ethical relativists do not give up.  They seem to love ethical absolutism so much that the only alternative they can see is to hold many conflicting versions of ethical absolutism at the same time.  The reason offered for doing so is that the choice of one acceptor of ethical claims or one ethical claim rather than another is not justified.  Instead of rejecting the versions of ethical absolutism they accept due to that inadequacy, ethical relativists accept at least two versions and usually many when they do not care about what is right or it is to their advantage.  They suppose that is better than nothing.


Ethical nihilism is the theory that nothing is morally right or wrong or good or bad.  But rejecting ethical absolutism and ethical relativism does not yield, as many ethical absolutists, relativists and nihilists suppose, ethical nihilism.  There are many other theories to consider.


THE GOLDEN RULE:


DO UNTO OTHERS AS YOU WOULD HAVE OTHERS DO UNTO YOU.


The golden rule is the most widely known single rule formalist deontology.
The argument for it is inductive.  A lot of moral acts seem to fit it; moral traditions and moral people often support it. The basic objection to the golden rule is that if you would have done unto you what should not be done unto you, the golden rule says you should do it to others.  There are several ways to develop this objection.  


1.  An unusual psychology of the person using the golden rule results in justifying wrong acts.  Suppose the rule is being used by a masochistic sadist.  A masochist loves to have pain and evil done to himself.  A sadist loves to do pain and evil to others.  This person gladly does pain and evil to others in the hope that they will do pain and evil to him.  The golden rule says what he does is right. 


2.  The golden rule ignores the fact that what is right depends on the circumstances of those who use it.  The golden rule requires that if the judge would want to be let off unjustly, then the judge ought to unjustly let off lawbreakers.  In these cases, because of the role of a judge in society, the judge has a duty to ignore the golden rule.  Because being a parent, teacher, doctor, etc., has what are called "special duties," there are often duties to ignore the golden rule.


3.  Proper linguistic but nonethical understanding of the rule permits the rule to justify wrong acts.  Suppose you take the golden rule to be saying, as many have, love thy neighbor as thy self.  Suppose you believe that loving yourself includes having a sexual partner while you resist.  Following that policy with neighbors has been called rape.  That is, your way of loving your neighbors may violate their rights and your duties. 


THE TEN COMMANDMENTS


The ten commandments may be the most widely known multiple rule formalist deontology.  They state kinds of acts you should do and kinds of acts you should not do.  No exceptions or exception making circumstances are listed.  Though it has been claimed that they sum up all of morality, they are not a complete list of what one should and should not do. 


A counterexample to being complete would be something that should be on the list, such as, thou shalt not cause pain for no reason.  People who believe the list is correct and try to live by it usually are able to figure out what they should do when it comes to kinds of acts not on the list.  But that grants that the list is incomplete.


Each of the commandments has counterexamples.  For example, if saving the life of a very praiseworthy person requires breaking any of the commandments and there are no other morally relevant facts, the commandment should be broken.  The problem with realizing that the commandments have counterexamples is that people tend to believe there are more counterexamples than there are.  For example, it is not obvious that if one is in a very bad marriage, one should commit adultery to raise money for the church, even though it would cause much more good than refraining, and in fact turns out to be right.


Counterexamples due to conflicting rules face any multiple rule theory.  For example, Jo’s mom tells her to tell the person at the door that she is not home.  At the door Jo notices that, according to her understanding of honoring and bearing false witness, if she honors her mother, she lies and if she tells the truth, she does not honor her mother.  Perhaps those listed earlier usually over rule those listed later.  But the commandments list no rule telling us which commandment to follow in which conflicts.


Suppose the first commandment, “Thou shalt have no other gods before me,” is the basic one, that the others round out the best practical short list and that the key to what is on the long list is that it is what Jesus, who is God, would put on the list.  If, like Jo, all Jesus had for guidance in that situation was the ten commandments, obviously, the first thing Jesus would do is realize that the ten commandments are not a complete list of moral rules due to the counterexample of having no rule to settle rule conflicts and, second, wonder what Jesus would do.


When facing counterexamples, defenders of the ten commandments try to provide interpretations of the commandments, which work around the counterexamples.  That causes the problem of conflicting sources of information.  The only way to solve that problem correctly is to use the correct theory of obligation to figure out the correct footnotes to the commandments.


KANTIANISM


The single most famous sentence in moral philosophy is Kant’s first formulation of the categorical imperative:  ACT ONLY ON THAT MAXIM WHEREBY YOU CAN AT THE SAME TIME WILL THAT IT SHOULD BECOME A UNIVERSAL LAW.   The argument he uses is that our concept of morality contains that single moral rule as a test for whether a rule or maxim is moral and explains why only a good will, even if ineffective, is good without qualification.  That is, motives, consequences and anything else can have bad aspects.  It is like a jewel. 


He claims our concept of morality contains the following:  An act is morally good if it is done FROM duty, that is, because it is done from “achtung” (regard) for moral principle.  If an act conforms to moral principle but was not done because of the principle, the act is right but is not morally good.  If you give back the right change, the act is right because it conforms to moral principle.  But giving back the right change is not morally good unless you do it because of the moral principle.


Duty is the necessity or force that moral principle has when it governs our will and action.  It happens when we act from moral principle.  It is not physical force.  It is the kind of force a command has, imperative force.  Since moral principle is part of reason, it is part of the force of reason.  That force makes it true that it ought to be that 2+2=4 rather than 2+2=a pancake.  The “ought”, whether implicit or explicit in a principle, indicates it can be resisted, which happens when people have irrational beliefs.  The moral principle is universal law as such because no motives, effects or any other particular thing necessitates the goodness of an act.  They can have bad aspects and are governed by particular universal natural laws. 


Kant’s theory of our concept of morality contains some basics of what some people believe about morality, such as, universality of moral law, a connection with reason, moral force is not physical force, etc.  But he does not explore the possibility that other theories are better. 


Kant says a maxim or principle of action cannot pass the test of the categorical imperative, that is, cannot by your will become a universal law, if (1) it or (2) the willing of it “contains a contradiction” when willed to be a universal law.


A maxim cannot be followed if it is a contradiction or contains one.  So, if a maxim can be followed, it can contain a contradiction only in the sense that if it were to be a universal law, it would contradict a truth.  Kant claims that indicates that we have a “perfect” (exceptionless) duty to not act on the maxim.  Traditionally, such duties are called  “duties of morality.” 


Here is a maxim Kant tests as an example that indicates a perfect duty:  Self-love causes suicide under certain conditions.  He claims it is a natural law that selfishness does not cause suicide under any conditions.  He does not say why one should believe that is a natural law.  Still, that law contradicts the maxim.  So, he claims there is a perfect duty not to follow the maxim, a moral duty not to kill yourself from self-love.


If the willing of a maxim contains a contradiction but the maxim does not, that is, the maxim could become a universal law without contradicting a truth, Kant claims that indicates an “imperfect” duty to not follow it, following the maxim is permissible but not praiseworthy, not virtuous.  Traditionally, such duties are called “duties of virtue.”  In such cases, if the maxim that you will were true, it would contradict something you will.


Kant gives this example of a will containing a contradiction:  Suppose you will the maxim, one never helps others, which could become a universal law.  Kant claims that since you might need help sometime, you also will that the maxim is false, even if you do not realize it.  So, you have a duty of virtue, but not a moral duty, to help others.


Two decisive criticisms of this theory imply it has epistemological counterexamples.  First, it is not practical.  Suppose it is a correct theory of what makes acts wrong and what makes acts permissible but not praiseworthy.  Using it properly requires knowing all the truths there are because the one you do not know might be why a maxim fails the test of the categorical imperative.  Further using it properly requires knowing all of the truths of logic and not making any mistakes.  So, Kant's theory is not practical even if what it says is true.


Second, it gives no reason for believing that not containing a contradiction in the ways discussed above has anything to with the moral acceptability of a maxim.  It is said in his defense that he gives an account of the role of reason in morality.  What is needed is a good argument for believing his account of reason and its role is correct.  He does appeal to what he takes our concept of morality to be, which does seem to contain a lot of what he mentions.  But questioning whether his theory is correct seems to have not crossed his mind. 


Kant claims another formulation of the same categorical imperative is: Treat each person as an end, never only as a means.  That is called the formulation of human dignity because human dignity is due to each person being an end, that is, intrinsically valuable, due to being a rational being.  He does not say why that is sufficient for being intrinsically valuable. It is similar to the moral slogan that you should not use people.  That slogan is false because if you could not use people, you could not, for example, employ anyone.  The reason why it is permissible to employ people is that if you pay them a fair wage, you are using them in a way compatible with their human dignity, their having intrinsic value.  This formulation of the categorical imperative has been getting more attention recently because it seems to emphasize respect for persons.


The problem with this moral rule is that it is a formal moral rule rather than a substantive moral rule.  Formal moral rules do not state the nonmoral features of acts that justify that they are examples of following the rule.  Examples of formal moral rules are:  If it is fair, you ought to do it.  If it helps others, you ought to do it and St Thomas's first principle of practical reason:  do good and avoid evil.  Those formal moral rules are clearly acceptable.  Those rules with “not” after “ought” are clearly unacceptable.  But no formal rule provides a theory of obligation because no formal rule has the form of a substantive moral rule:  If x is F, then x is M.  That is, formal moral rules do not say which nonmoral properties make an act have a moral property.  That is needed to use the rule to discover which acts are acts of doing good, avoiding evil, etc.  So, acceptable formal moral rules do not give useful moral information.


The rule, treat each person as an end, never only as a means, is a formal rule because it does not say what properties identify acts of treating a person only as a means.  People are often glad to be used in ways that they believe treats them as intrinsically valuable when others believe they are only being used.  Gamblers, prostitutes and volunteers often take pride in their skills, dedication and contribution to society and do not believe they are being used by themselves or others in a way incompatible with their being intrinsically valuable.  Yet others strongly disagree.  This formulation of the categorical imperative cannot be used to figure out what to do.  Further, Kant does not say why ends should not be treated only as means.


Kant claims that everyone can conceive of himself as a member of a kingdom of ends in which everyone is purely rational.  Each person in the kingdom is king and subject, that is, freely legislates the rules and is bound by them.  In short, each person has perfect autonomy, is perfectly self-governing.  In such a realm where everyone is purely rational and thus no different from anyone else, everyone wills the same rules and is bound by them.  That is, everyone is bound only by reason rather than limited by natural laws, so everyone does follow the categorical imperative; each person treats each other person as an end and never only as a means.


The recent emphasis on respect for persons, autonomy, freedom and rights is often said to be Kantian because of vague associations with the kingdom of ends.  Like the kingdom of ends, it leaves the justification of substantive ethical claims as work yet to be done.  The same is true of rule theories of obligation said to be Kantian only because the rules are taken to be universal.


VIRTUE THEORY


If an act is caused by a virtue, it is virtuous.  Since this tradition extends from at least Aristotle to Kant, some call it Aristotelian or Kantian.  A virtuous person is one who conducts his life properly due to being rational and a virtue is a character trait of such a person.  A character trait is a tendency to act a particular way under particular conditions.  A virtue is an intrinsically good character trait, the tendency to act properly in specified circumstances, that is, as reason requires.  For example, honesty is not the tendency to tell the truth.  It is the tendency to tell the truth when it will cost the speaker something.  One of many examples Aristotle uses is the activity of going into battle.  Running in front of the army to fight is an extreme of excess of that activity and the tendency to do so is the vice of rashness.  Staying behind the army is an extreme of deficiency of that activity and the tendency to do so is the vice of cowardice.  Playing your role in going into battle with the army is the “mean” or right amount of going into battle and the tendency to do so is the virtue of courage.


In virtue theory, what makes an act right is not its effects but rather what causes the act, namely, a virtue.  There are many views about what counts as a character trait.  They are usually taken to be psychological features.  Virtues are often taken to be good intentions.  But good intentions are not reliable indicators of virtues compared to a history of doing the right thing.


The theory of obligation, IF IT IS VIRTUOUS, THEN IT IS RIGHT, as a theory of what makes an act right takes being virtuous to be a kind of act.  It has the advantage that if an act is caused by a tendency to do what is right, that is a reliable indicator that the act is right.


The theory faces four decisive criticisms.   First, it implies its counterexamples.  If an act is caused by a tendency to do what is right, then sometimes that tendency will cause a wrong act since part of what it is to be a tendency is not to always cause what it tends to cause. 


Second, the theory is not practical since it cannot be used to figure out what to do nor whether an act is caused by a virtue since it does not say how to detect whether an act is caused by a virtue.  Further, it does not tell you how to get yourself to act from a virtue rather than from a vice.  Virtue theorists reply with a theory of moral education designed to cause you to do acts caused by virtues so that you follow the theory without having to know that they are caused by virtues.  It says copy a virtuous person as a role model or do what virtuous people say and that will train you into acting from virtues so that you do not need to know what is virtuous to do so.  In Asian thought that is the way to the goal of Confucianism and the Zen archer: virtuous action by habit unencumbered by thought.  The decisive criticism of that theory of education is that virtue theory does not tell you how to discover who is virtuous enough to copy or if your training is misleading.  The best way to discover that requires using the correct theory of obligation to discover who does right acts.  If your goal is only to be unencumbered by thought, there is an obvious sense in which you have reached it and dangerous to everyone.  


Third, it is not practical because you can not control at the time of action whether the act is caused by a virtue or a vice.  To put the same point in terms of what happens, if people follow the theory, that is because they tend to do what is right but they do not do it because of trying to apply the theory. 


Fourth, the theory violates the 'ought' implies 'can' principle.  When we choose to do an act we ought to do, we cannot choose and, thus, have no obligation to chose, which character trait or motive from which to act because l. that would be a different act, 2. if we can control our motives and traits, we can do so only long before thinking of doing any individual act and 3. we cannot control our motives and traits just by deciding to have different ones even if that causes us to believe we have since they cause that to be not sufficient. They change only if you become aware of reasons to change your mind about something.  All a decision can do is help put you in a situation in which it might be more likely that you become aware of reasons for changing your mind.


A common version of virtue theory is that if you try to do what is right, you will usually do what is right.  What it says is true.  But as a theory of obligation, it is impractical because trying to do what is right requires discovering what is right.  In cases where it is not obvious what is right, you will have to use another theory of obligation to discover what to do.


NATURAL LAW


Natural moral law is the network of laws that are true if virtue theory is true.  They are part of the metaphysical theory that natural laws of both morality and physical objects exist.  For example, it is said to be a law of nature that unsupported rocks fall.  But the counterexample of a rock thrown up and caught on the way up so that it does not fall does not violate that law of nature.  So, a more accurate statement of the law of nature is needed:  Unsupported rocks fall except under certain conditions, such as, no gravity, the rock is the only thing in the universe, etc.  Proper application of the same policy to generalizations said to be natural moral laws having counterexamples is the skill called “casuistry.” Any substantive moral rule is a candidate for being a natural moral law.  Western Religions accept such rules as natural moral laws. Natural moral law applies to any intentional act.  It says:  IF AN ACT ACCORDS WITH NATURAL MORAL LAW, IT IS MORAL.  It relies on induction to formulate the substantive moral rules and intuitionism in meta ethics and act deontology in normative ethics, theories examined later, for casuistry.

The meta ethical epistemological and metaphysical theory offered to explain why the theory is true is worthy of careful attention. It appears as an appendix to this chapter, in part to explain what a right is and what justifies any exist.  Those topics are ignored by mass education and documents that only try to tell us what rights we have.   


The main objection to this theory taken as a set of substantive moral rules, even if it is true, is it has epistemological counterexamples:  the only way to discover what natural law says is right is to use a different, correct theory of obligation to discover what is right.  So, as with virtue theory, no natural law theory of obligation is the correct theory of obligation and no such theory is the correct approach to moral education.


Efforts to discover a natural law theory of obligation use inductive generalizations of correlations of non moral properties of acts with acts that are right to arrive at correct moral rules.  That has led to including the golden rule and the ten commandments in such a theory.  Religious leaders, legislators and optimists hope enough acts are obviously right that the inductions can be made without having to use the correct theory of obligation to discover which acts are right.  


The famous objection to using induction to discover and justify natural laws of obligation was offered by John Stuart Mill in On Nature.  He points out there are three ways to understand what it is to be natural: (1) what happens, (2.) what usually happens or (3) the favorite of moral natural law tradition:  what happens if it is not intentionally prevented.  But there is no good reason to suppose one is superior to the other two.  So, using any of those views about what is natural as a guide for collecting data biases the data used in the induction.


A second objection to the inductive approach is underdetermination of rules by induction.  A third is the problem of discovering how closely inductively supported rules correctly state a moral natural law.  That requires using the correct theory of obligation to discover which acts are right.


CONTRACTARIANISM


Contractarianism as a theory of obligation says: IF AN ACT ACCORDS WITH THE SOCIAL CONTRACT, IT IS MORAL.  A common justification for being moral associated with Hobbes was explained in the ethical egoism section.


He held that natural law governs only nature, not morality, and held the first natural law is, “seek peace, and follow it.”  As a physical natural law it says, an object in motion tends to stay in motion.  That governing tendency in people is the desire for self-preservation.   That desire, our reason as a cause of action, is “by all means we can, to defend ourselves.”  Our reason, as understanding based on experience, tells us laws of nature that tell us the means to preservation, including the laws of nature we follow only if everyone does called “morality.” 


He held that in a state of nature, that is, where there is no government, since other people are the greatest danger, there is war of all against all and life is “nasty, brutish and short.”  So, reason tells you a second natural law:  Transfer all your power of self-protection to a government strong enough to make its citizens protect it and strong enough to protect you in exchange for your support.  Such an agreement is a social contract.  The government enforces its laws strictly on citizens, and on others if it can, since disobedience is an act of war threatening survival of the people and the government.  So, the third natural law is keep the contract.   Others are do not make anyone sorry he helped you, with prudence accommodate others, pardon those who are sorry, to get more good limit revenge, do not declare hate of anyone, grant everyone is equal, grant safety to those pursuing peace and do not treat others as you do not want to be treated.  


The usual criticism of Hobbes is that by transferring their power of self-protection, the citizens have contracted to be a slave, not in control of their lives, due to their desire for self-protection, even if it is motivated only by the desire to help others and even if the laws say they are not slaves.  So, the theory permits a contradiction to be true.  Further, if slavery is immoral, his theory is too by requiring it, even if the slaves want to be slaves, are better off by being slaves and you agree by contract that the laws are morality.   The Hobbesian reply is that being free to make the best choices available is not slavery.


Hobbes uses the state of nature and social contract as theoretical fictions that never exist, such as the average person or the perfect vacuum, in a thought experiment to justify the power of government and discover what is moral according to such a contract.  That is typical of social contract theories.  The one in Plato’s Crito does not use a state of nature and holds the state says you have exercised a right to contract with it for its services.  For Hobbes the state says you have exercised such a right since you cannot do otherwise due to unavoidable natural force, the desire for self-preservation.  Nozick says the social contract protects only property rights.  They are negative rights in the sense that they imply duties to not interfere and there are no positive perfect rights to be helped beyond protection of negative rights since that violates your liberty right not to help or get help you do not want.  Hegel’s says if you do it, you have the right.  Critics hold those theories contain no way to discover whether there really is moral treatment of citizens by citizens or laws.  Supporters accuse the critics of having the same problem.


Rawls recently tried to include morality in the contract by building legal justice out of fairness.  His contract theory tries to do that by asking us to put on a “veil of ignorance.”  To do that, suppose you do not know anything about yourself except that you are a human being, since knowing more about yourself would bias the rules you would choose when using “reflective equilibrium,” careful consideration.  That puts you in the “original position.”  Next, using that supposition, figure out the rules of justice for your own welfare.  He holds the rules you choose will be just and fair.  You are then using your knowledge of human nature and the world based on your experience with them that is not biased by your knowledge about yourself.  One result is the rule that unequal distribution of goods, such as, education, wealth, spare time, etc., would be accepted by all, provided everyone benefits some.


Counterexamples to Rawls’ theory are due to its users accepting judgments biased by biases they do not know they have since it offers no other way to justify rules about which and how much inequality is permitted.  For example, in the original position John Locke accepts rules favoring freedom to take chances and property rights more than equality and social safety while Karl Marx does not.  So, Rawls’ theory is a version of ethical relativism.  Consider a group of any size of those in the original position with knowledge about biases but not who has them.  Suppose they disagree with each other about morality and by using reflective equilibrium they come to agree about the rules of morality.  Those rules are often not the rules of other such groups due to not knowing who has which biases. 

  
Contract theories yield candidates for correct moral rules.  But the only way to be sure a rule is correct about an act is to use the correct theory of obligation since implicit or explicit contracts can unexpectedly require immoral action. 


NON FORMALIST DEONTOLOGIES


CONSEQUENCES CAN BE DECISIVE


W. D. Ross holds that a prima facie duty or responsibility is what would be your duty if a morally relevant non-moral feature of an act were the only morally relevant non-moral feature.  But no prima facie duty is a duty since “actual duty” or “duty proper” depends on all the morally relevant non-moral features of the act.  A prima facie duty describes an act that is also a duty only when by coincidence the act has no features sufficient to make it not a duty.  Since one can not know that for certain, Ross held you can not know what your actual duty is.  According to the rules of prima facie duty, various acts are prima facie duties.  Ross lists morally relevant features of acts that make them prima facie duties:  1. keeps a promise, 2. makes up for wrong, 3. shows gratitude, 4. prevents undeserved reward, 5. causes good, 6. causes self-improvement and 7. prevents harm to others.  Apparently, the opposite features, such as, breaks a promise, causes bad, etc., yield prima facie obligations not to do such acts.   Other prima facie duties are more specific examples of those kinds or combinations of them and he discusses some examples to support that claim.


Ross holds that being a prima facie duty depends on rules based on features that need not be effects, a nonformalist multiple rule deontology.  Attractive features of his theory are that a variety of features can be morally relevant and that no feature by itself makes an act a duty.  


The decisive criticism of this theory is that it offers no way to discover your actual duty.  A second criticism is that it provides no way to settle a conflict of prima facie duties.  Ross suggests this by claiming preventing harm is more important than causing good.  But rules of prima facie duty on how to resolve conflicts of prima facie rules do not tell us our actual duties.  A third criticism is that to know if any rules are not overridden, we would have to know all the overriding rules, which is impractical since any prima facie rule of duty could be overridden by another which is unknown.


Counterexamples to his theory cannot show his theory is false because he says his list of basic kinds of prima facie duties may be incomplete.  Maybe prima facie duties to increase human freedom and not to chew books to discover their taste should be added.  But maybe they are only specific examples derived from the prima facie duty to cause good and facts about what causes it.   At most, they only force him to revise the list since a rule of prima facie duty can be added to account for them.  For example, the most effective way to prevent harm to others is kill them.  That counterexample is overcome by adding a rule of prima facie duty that the prima facie duty to not kill people is stronger than the prima facie duty to prevent harm to them.   But maybe that is just a way of causing good.  In fact, the list may be too long because it seems to consist of only two basic features that often conflict:  causes good and non violation of a right based on earlier action, as the basis of the rest. 


A fourth criticism is that Ross never states a rule of prima facie duty.  He only mentions features of acts that make them prima facie duties due to a rule.  If his theory is a rule theory, he at least ought to state the rules known to him since the details of rules are important to understanding them properly.  An example of a formulation of a such a rule might be, if it helps others, it is a prima facie duty.  The reply available to Ross is that his meta ethical theory provides a way to discover rules of prima facie duty without having to state them.  It appears in the meta ethics chapter.  It says that due to discovering moral properties, we discover rules of prima facie duty we might not state properly.  So, we can discover moral properties without appeal to rules.


ACT DEONTOLOGY


Act deontology or particularism is a normative ethical theory of both obligation and value.  It is that justification of singular categorical moral claims, such as, “This individual x is M,” does not include any substantive moral rules, rules of the form, “If any x is F, then x is M,” where “F” is a non-moral predicate and “M” is a moral predicate.  This sort of theory is usually ignored or taken to be obviously false, perhaps because that does not state what justifies moral claims.  That is probably why the statement of Bernard Rosen’s act deontology includes the defense of it.  He calls it a conditional act theory since it relies on only acceptable singular conditionals and singular categorical descriptions of conditions to justify moral claims, not substantive moral rules.  


A basic claim in any theory justifies other claims in the theory but is not justified by them.  They are the fundamental principles or axioms of a theory.  For example, the axiom that equals added to equals yields equals is a basic claim in geometry because it is not justified by other geometric claims but is used to justify claims.  A basic claim in any moral theory is a moral conditional, a claim of the form, “If x is F, then x is M,” since that is the only thing that all ethical theories have in common which indicates they are ethical theories.  In Rosen's conditional act theory the correct basic claims are singular moral conditionals: claims of the form, “If this x is F, then it is M,” rather than substantive moral rules, moral conditionals of the form, “If any x is F, then it is M.”

   
For discovering singular moral conditionals, his theory contains a method called moral negotiation that yields conditional agreement, agreement on singular moral conditionals, following these steps:


l. Clarify the moral issue to make it as precise as you can.  This step is designed to discover exactly which categorical moral claims are being considered for justification.  The issue should be clarified to the point of being whether a singular categorical moral claim is acceptable or not.  Often in a moral dispute there is disagreement over non-moral claims and over more than one moral claim. Clarifying the meaning of key words will save time but not necessary for the method to work. Pick a moral claim at issue, preferably the one about which there is greatest disagreement.  This requires deciding whether the disagreement is about a singular moral claim about an individual act or thing or whether it is about a rule.  If it is about a rule, such as a statement of policy, clarify the details as much as possible. If the rule is about a percentage, it and its indicators should be stated.   State it as a singular categorical claim about what is the best policy at the moment.


2. Reach conditional agreement.  This step is designed to discover exactly which substantive singular moral conditionals are accepted by the theory.  Form two conditionals that everyone in the dispute accepts.  The antecedent of one conditional is a list of all the evidence favoring the categorical claim chosen in step 1. which is its consequent; the antecedent of the other conditional is a list of all the evidence against that categorical claim and its consequent is the denial of the other consequent.  All parties to the dispute contribute to the antecedents of both conditionals by offering both the evidence that favors their position as well as what would have to be justified for them to change their minds.  At the end of this process, conditional agreement has been reached.  That is, everyone interested in the dispute agrees that both conditionals are justified; all agree that if the antecedent of the first conditional is justified, the consequent of that conditional is also, and, if the antecedent of the second conditional is justified, the consequent of the second conditional is justified.  Even irrelevant claims can be added to the antecedents since they will have no effect on whether anyone grants the conditionals.  If a disputed moral claim appears in an antecedent, the method is applied to that claim, to decide whether it is justified.  If so, add it to the antecedent of the consequent it supports.  Depending on circumstances, any fact can be a relevant fact; singing could be relevant if it is a signal and each antecedent should always contain the claim that there is no more evidence available.


An item in one antecedent will be denied in the other antecedent unless, as often happens with agreed upon facts, there are different respects, or at least believed respects, in which that item favors one consequent rather than the other.  In such cases those respects are to be mentioned in the antecedent of the consequent they support.  That has happened when disputants agree on the facts but disagree on which consequent they support, perhaps due to unknown bias.  The disputants accept differing evidence about the facts on which they agree.  They should describe to each other what evidence leads them to take those facts to support one consequent rather than the other.  Then, they should use factual investigation to find which description of the evidence about the agreed upon facts is correct and add it to the antecedent of the consequent it supports.  Disagreement about justifying power should be resolved by applying moral negotiation to a categorical claim that one piece of evidence has more justifying power than another in the context considered. Comparing the evidence for both consequents can get complicated.  Some pieces of evidence will have more justifying power than others and can be assigned a corresponding numerical value as illustrated in the section on value below. 


To discover which agreed on facts play a role in causing the disagreement about which consequent they support, the disputants should consider each fact by itself to see if it causes disagreement about which consequent it supports.  To the collection of facts that do not cause such disagreement, the disputants should add one that does.  Then, apply the method again to resolve disputes about what that fact shows by applying the method to a categorical claim about what that fact in the context of the collection shows, and do it for each remaining fact that causes disagreement.  Then, the disputants will agree on what the facts show.  


3.  Justify a singular categorical claim.  What justifies a singular categorical moral claim is that it is deducible from a justified singular conditional having a justified antecedent.  Whether the antecedent is justified is discovered by factual investigation.  To the extent that factual investigation justifies one antecedent rather than another, its deduced consequent is justified. That is the best that can be done to justify moral claims.  The separate moral issues of whether the justification is enough to justify action rather than inaction or accepting a moral belief rather than holding off, if in dispute, should be decided by applying the method.


If factual investigation is unavailable, indecisive or does not justify one antecedent more than the other, then the question of which consequent is justified or acceptable is properly left unanswered at that time.  However, the method justifies following James on the topic of when there is a justified right to accept an unjustified claim:  If as far as you can tell (1) your choice of which alternative cannot be decided by rational inquiry (2) you are interested, (3) it is important, (4) not deciding between alternatives will make the situation worse, then you have a justified right to accept the alternative you want.  Only antecedents meeting all of those conditions provide a justified right to accept them and, thereby, their consequents, in the absence of their justification.  



The superiority of act deontology, argued below, justifies its singular conditionals.  Its method for discovering its singular conditionals is justified by the fact that it is the only method that yields uncoerced, noncoincidental, disputant agreement about what conditionals are acceptable. That is, they freely agree.


Here is the justification that Rosen's version of act deontology is the best of normative ethical theories.  All substantive rule theories of obligation and value are shown to be unacceptable as normative theories by an inductive argument. Its conclusion is that all substantive moral rules, rules of the form, “If x is F, then x is M,” have counterexamples or require knowing that x is M to discover that x is F, which is a counterexample to their adequacy as a normative ethical theory.  The inductive evidence is that no one has yet stated a substantive moral rule that does not have counterexamples.  If so, all substantive moral rules are inductive generalizations based on claims about individual cases and none are constitutive rules, rules that must exist if what they are about exists, such as the rules of baseball.  Those who believe that substantive moral rules are justified need to justify them.

  
Summary rules inductively made plausible by cases, some more reliable than others but unacceptable due to counterexamples, play all the roles of substantive moral rules:  (1) provide premises for arguments, (2) guide decision when moral judgment is clouded, time is lacking or one has a conflict of interest, (3) used to teach moral practices and abilities and (4) suggest morally relevant factors for consideration.


There is no good reason to believe counterexamples to substantive moral rules presuppose different substantive moral rules.  One inductively justifies the claim that counterexamples do not presuppose substantive moral rules by offering counterexamples to any stated substantive moral rule one is accused of presupposing.  This can be done because counterexamples are noticed on their own rather than discovered or justified by using substantive moral rules.  Yet counterexamples can be justified by his theory which does not use substantive moral rules.

 
What justifies Rosen’s theory is that it explains how to discover and justify, as well as what facts justify, justified moral claims better than any other normative ethical theory given this data:  1. Due to the argument above that all substantive moral rules have counterexamples, the only alternative is the theory that the correct basic claims in morality are substantive singular moral conditionals.  2. Counterexamples and underdetermination of rules by induction are not problems for his theory since it does not use substantive moral rules to justify.  3. It does not have to justify substantive or constitutive moral rules.  4. It justifies the view that moral rules are summary rules.  5. Its method for discovering the conditionals accepted by the theory is the only method, and 6. its justification of substantive moral claims is the only justification, that yields uncoerced non-accidental agreement about moral claims.  (Adversaries often have unstated motives to continue disagreement they would not praise in others.)  7. It has the best explanation of agreement in ethics, which is conditional agreement that the justified answer depends on the relevant non-moral facts.  8. It has the best explanation of disagreement in ethics, which is not disagreement on non-moral facts but is due to disagreement on relevant non-moral facts just as disagreement on non-moral facts is due to disagreement on other relevant non-moral facts.  9. Any fact can be morally relevant, depending on the circumstances.  10. No fact by itself is morally decisive.  11. Morality is objective the way science is objective:  (1) what is accepted depends on the evidence and (2) others can check it to see if something has been overlooked.  12. It is compatible with the best meta ethical theories.


THEORIES OF VALUE

                                                   EXTRINSIC AND INTRINSIC GOOD


Normative theories of value are about what is morally good.  They are part of the area of philosophy called axiology, which is the theory of value.  To find a candidate for the best theory of what is morally good, we consider some other axiological theories.  We defend a theory of how extrinsic and intrinsic good differ before examining theories of what things are intrinsically good.  Then, a theory of how moral good differs from other kinds of good, such as aesthetic good, helps to evaluate a theory of what things are morally good.   We start with a theory of how extrinsic and intrinsic good differ.  It consists of 1. a description of the difference and justification that the distinction is properly described including 2. an explanation of the distinction, 3. an argument that something is intrinsically good and 4. replies to objections to the theory.


Here is a description of how extrinsic and intrinsic good differ.  If something is extrinsically good, it is good for something.  If it is intrinsically good, it is good and not only good for something.  That description does not rely on a definition of good, nor on good detection, nor on anything actually being an intrinsic or extrinsic good.  A start on discovering whether something is intrinsically good is that if it seems that the universe is better or would be better if it exists, then it is intrinsically good.  That indicator relies on the epistemological principle that if it seems so, it is so until better evidence indicates otherwise.  For example, the universe seems better if it has a pleasure until we discover it is also an inflicting of undeserved pain. 


1.  Part of the argument that there is a distinction described by the description and that the description properly describes the distinction is that things seem to fit the description.  For example, a hammer is extrinsically good since it is good for reaching the goals of pounding nails and building a house; good for, in the right conditions, causing it to be believed to be intrinsically good, etc.  A hammer made of foam is not extrinsically good as a hammer because it is not good for reaching those goals; it is extrinsically bad for reaching them directly and not only inefficient.  But it can be extrinsically good as a toy if it is good for reaching goals for a toy.


Examples of things often believed to be good and not only good for something are pleasure, knowledge, health, courage, industriousness, good will, being rational, doing what one morally ought to do and not doing what is morally wrong.  Some evidence that they are this kind of good is that they are believed to be so by rational people even if none of them are that kind of good.   Due to the evidence that they are goals of rational people they are rational goals and, thus, intrinsically good in that respect.   


Things often believed to be intrinsically bad, that is, bad and not only bad for something, are pain, ignorance, disease, cowardice, laziness, overreacting, doing what is morally wrong and not doing what one morally ought to do.  Some evidence that they are intrinsically bad goals is that they are not goals of rational people unless they are believed to be good for something that is good and not only good for something. People who believe them to be good and not only good for something are irrational.  Each good or bad above is good or bad for reaching any other good or bad on either list if the circumstances are right.  For example, cowardice is good for reinforcing the habit of cowardice or for courage if it causes someone to scare you into practicing courage.


2.  This meta ethical theory is part of the justification of the distinction since it explains why there is the distinction between extrinsic and intrinsic good and why the description of it is proper.  It is a metaphysical theory of what is necessary for the distinction and things described by it.


The kinds of extrinsic good are ways things can function.  For example, as a means to an end, as a cause, as an efficient cause, as a means to an intrinsic good, as evidence, as a poor excuse, as a part, as a goal, as a feature, as an example, as an approximation of a standard, etc.  If 1. a relation of a particular kind to a particular kind of thing is part of the kind of good in question, such as a relation to a standard or to an effect, and 2. the good is different in kind only if 3. the kind of relation is different or if  4. the kind of thing is different, the good is extrinsic.  For example, if something is good as a means to a goal, it can be used to achieve the goal.  But if it is efficient as a means, it is a good means, rather than an unreliable or slow means, to the goal.  A joke can be a good example of a poor joke, compared to other jokes, and a good time waster, compared to other things you could be doing.  


In contrast, the various kinds of intrinsic goods, such as, pleasure, health, knowledge, virtue, beauty, etc., require relations to other things to exist, but no one kind of relation to a particular kind of thing as opposed to another to be the kind of intrinsic good it is.  The health one has, if it is intrinsically good, is intrinsically good no matter what kind of thing causes it, what kind of thing has it or what kind of thing is evidence for it. The same is true of intrinsic bad, except it is bad.


So, the claim, “X is intrinsically good for Ed,” is ambiguous. It might mean, “X is in the relation of being believed by Ed to be intrinsically good.”  That describes a way X functions and implies it is extrinsically good as an object of that belief of Ed.  That is usually noncontroversial.  But it can also mean, “X in relation to Ed is an intrinsic good.”  That describes a situation caused by relations that are not part of the description of the kind of intrinsic good it is and implies it is an intrinsic good even if no one believes it.  That is usually controversial since there are always some factors indicating it is intrinsically bad in relation to Ed.


3.  A description of a difference and a theory explaining why there is a difference does not justify applying or using either one.  The usual argument to show that at least one thing exists that fits the description of intrinsic good uses the weak evidence that a variety of things are believed to be both intrinsically and extrinsically good.  

 
A better argument to show at least one thing is intrinsically good, even if that thing does not exist, compares theories in an argument to the best explanation to defend a conditional premise.  Here is a theory:  Part of the best explanation of what justifies an act is that if it is justified, it meets two necessary but not sufficient conditions: 1. The act is good for something.  2. The goal for which the act is done is good and not only good for something.  It contains the above theory of how extrinsic and intrinsic good differ.


The evidence that those requirements for justifying an act are part of the best explanation of its being justified is that competing explanations that leave them out are worse.  Examples are:  1. Boards of psychiatrists vote that it is rational.  That is worse because even if that justifies that an act is justified, it is not an explanation a psychiatrist would give to himself of what makes it justified.  Further, sometimes they vote as they do for political or financial reasons.  2. The person who does the act has above average intelligence.  That is worse because that is evidence for it being justified but does not explain why it is justified to such a person since such people often do unjustified acts.  3. It is caused by evolution.  That is worse because being caused by evolution does not explain why it is justified as opposed to explain what causes it to exist.  Other explanations will have to be compared as they appear.  But, so far, part of the best theory for explaining why an act is justified is,

    
1.  If an act is justified, part of the best explanation of what justifies it is that its goal is                 intrinsically good.


2.  At least one act is justified, even if it does not exist.

3.  Part of the best explanation of what justifies it is that its goal is intrinsically good, even if        it does not exist.  1. 2. M. P.


Notice that when you grant that at least one act is justified, even if it is only a possible act, you need not know which act it is nor what its intrinsically good goal is.  If you grant the premises are true, you must accept the conclusion even if the premises are in fact false.  The objection that no intrinsic good exists because goals are in the future ignores the fact that what would be a goal of a past justified act can exist in the past or present even if it does not and even if the act was not done.  Later, we find some do exist.


4.  The above argument that at least one thing is intrinsically good does not tell us which  things are intrinsically good.  Before facing that topic, we shall consider objections to what we have so far to make sure they have stronger replies.   


G. E. Moore is a famous example of someone who held some things are intrinsically good and offered a competing description of intrinsic good.  He described intrinsic good as good even if nothing else existed.  He offers his method of isolation as a way to discover what, if anything, is intrinsically good:  Consider it in isolation, as if nothing else existed, and its intrinsic good will be obvious. 


The decisive criticism of Moore’s view as a normative theory of intrinsic value is that his description of intrinsic good does not describe anything that exists because no thing that exists is a thing that exists if nothing else exists.  Anything we are familiar with must have its parts, causes, effects, characteristics, etc., or it does not exist. 


Other criticisms of Moore’s view are that people using his method get conflicting results and he claimed that his method relies on intuition, which is a very unreliable source of information.  He even claimed good is a nonnatural property.  Since he held some things that happen in nature are intrinsically good, such as states of mind caused by human interaction, perhaps he meant that the property good cannot be detected by scientific means, the way light waves can be detected by scientific means but the color they correlate with cannot.  Evaluation of such criticisms of Moore’s view is part of the metaphysics and epistemology of ethics, which is part of the meta ethics section of this book.


Against the explanation of extrinsic good, one might claim that nothing has a function.  Those who accept that claim believe that things can be taken as having a function since that is what they claim those who disagree with them do.  So, they understand what is claimed.  What they deny is that it describes anything that exists.  But, if their view is defensible, what they are against is taking something to have a function when there is sufficient evidence that it does not have that function.  Still, obviously many things have functions they were not designed to have.  Surely they grant that each thing has a false description.  So, they at least grant each one functions as a thing having a false description.  Some rocks function as things that roll.


Nihilists claim nothing is morally right or wrong, nothing is intrinsically good or bad and nothing is true or rational.  They claim no normative theory of value is true mainly because people are free to make up their own theory and constitutive rules as they go along and reject any theory and have done so.  If they offer evidence for nihilism, it is that there are counterexamples to any normative theory having a rule of the form, if x is F, then x is intrinsically good.  That leads them to believe there are counterexamples to any normative theory of intrinsic good.  They do not notice that examples supporting a false rule are still examples supporting a true theory, which they, apparently, have not discovered.


They explain beliefs that some things are intrinsically good as survival mechanisms arising in the course of nature and politics; people are only caused to believe that some things are intrinsically good but nothing is intrinsically good.  But offering an explanation of a belief is no evidence that the belief is false or that the explanation is true.  A belief that a particular thing is intrinsically good is evidence that it is intrinsically good and nihilists provide no evidence that the belief is false. 


They attack the claim that at least one thing is intrinsically good by claiming nothing is rational.  They admit that making their claim and offering their evidence is irrational; that neither is worthy of being accepted by anyone.  That seems right.


Contextualists claim that nothing is intrinsically good because what is intrinsically good in one situation is not intrinsically good in another.  They do not notice that they admit that situations exist in which things are intrinsically good.

  
Pragmatists add that the distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic good is artificial, at best a difference in context.  They believe that if it is useful to believe it is so, it is so.  That is a version of ethical relativism about intrinsic good.  The explanatory theory they accept is that things believed to be intrinsically or extrinsically good are parts of many useful processes in which anything can be taken to be intrinsically or extrinsically good or both and neither.  The reason is that changing a part changes the process, which consists of the other parts.  So, any part can be taken as a means to any other part of any process or useless.  Since that explanatory theory can be the most useful only if no normative theory of intrinsic value is more useful, many pragmatists defend it with nihilism or contextualism.


The difference between extrinsic and intrinsic good has been indicated by various customary descriptions.  Examples are the difference between good as a means and good as an end, good for the sake of something else and good for its own sake, worth using and worth having, praised and prized, good by, in, for or from another and good in itself or self sufficient good.  But those descriptions leave the distinction unclear because they leave unclear what the words other than “good” are supposed to tell us: basically, how goods that are only kinds of ways things can function differ from goods that are not.


Examples do not help because if we do not know what those words are supposed to tell us, we do not know why the examples are examples.  If we do not know why the examples are examples, we have no reason to believe they are examples.  That supports nihilism.  But having argued for a distinction between extrinsic and intrinsic good and that at least one thing is intrinsically good, we now consider theories of what things are intrinsically good.


HEDONISM


Ethical hedonism is the theory that pleasure and only pleasure is intrinsically good.  It is a theory of value.  Psychological hedonism is not a theory of value.  Psychological hedonism is the psychological theory that pleasure and only pleasure can be desired.  


Psychological hedonism is not merely the theory that if it is a pleasure, then it can be desired and if it can be desired, then it is a pleasure.   As usually understood, it implies five claims.  1. Being a pleasure causes it to be desired.  2. Being a pleasure causes it to be believed to a pleasure.  3. If it is desired, the cause is not that in addition to being a pleasure it is something else, such as, knowledge or good.  4. It is psychologically necessary that pleasure and only pleasure can be desired.  5. If you desire a pleasure, you desire to have the pleasure.  The usual argument for ethical hedonism uses psychological hedonism.


1.  If psychological hedonism, then ethical hedonism.


2.  Psychological hedonism.

3.  Ethical hedonism.   1. 2. M. P.

2., psychological hedonism, is often taken to be obviously true.  The fact that pleasure is often desired is inductive evidence for it.  1. has two parts, (1a) if pleasure is desired, then pleasure is intrinsically good, and (1b) if only pleasure can be desired, then only pleasure is intrinsically good.  1. is often taken to be true because if it is true that pleasure and only pleasure can be desired, that is evidence that pleasure and only pleasure is intrinsically good.  The usual reason it is taken to be evidence is that the best explanation of why pleasure and only pleasure can be desired is believed to be the simple and obvious one that pleasure and only pleasure is intrinsically good.  That belief supports the belief that there is more positive correlation of the fact that pleasure and only pleasure can be desired with pleasure and only pleasure being intrinsically good than with anything else.


Unfortunately that defense of 1. leads to a criticism of ethical hedonism.  To confirm the correlation and to avoid begging the question by using ethical hedonism to establish itself, a different and more acceptable theory of intrinsic value would be used to discover that pleasure and only pleasure is intrinsically good.  That would be necessary for discovering that pleasure and only pleasure being intrinsically good has the greatest correlation with pleasure and only pleasure being desired.


1. is often believed because of a principle which, if true, would support (1a):  If it is desired, it is desirable, provided "desirable" means “worthy of desire,” due to being intrinsically good, rather than merely “can be desired.”  But that principle has counterexamples: we often realize later that what was desired, in this case a pleasure, was neither worthy of desire nor intrinsically good.  Such counterexamples show, (1a) is false, making 1. false.


A common defense of (1b) is that the claim that only pleasure is intrinsically good can be deduced from the claim that only pleasure can be desired by using the value version of the “ought” implies “can” principle, “if it ought to be done, then it can be done.”  Namely, if it is intrinsically good, then it can be desired.


4.  If it is worthy of desire, it can be desired.


5.  It is false that something other than pleasure can be desired.

              (Only pleasure can be desired.)            

6.  It is false that something other than pleasure is worthy of desire.   1. 2. M. T.

              (Only pleasure is intrinsically good.)

But 6. is false as we shall see later.  So, as long as 5 is taken to be true, (1b) is false, making 1. false.


We now turn to the second premise, psychological hedonism. Counterexamples are the most obvious of many effective criticisms of psychological hedonism.  Hamburgers and knowledge are often desired rather than pleasure.


A reply psychological hedonists offer to the counterexamples is that even though things other than pleasure seem to be desired, only pleasure is really desired; that is at least possible.  For example, the counterexamples are desired only because they are means to pleasure or subconsciously they are desired only for the pleasure they give; that is at least a possible theory. 


That reply is ineffective because any psychological theory that something else is always desired can be as well defended using the same kind of strategy.  For example, psychological masochism, the theory that pain and only pain can be desired, can be defended using the same kind of strategy: even though things other than pain seem to be desired, only pain is really desired.  They are a means to pain or subconsciously they are desired only for the pain they give; that is at least possible.  For example, if as Schopenhauer argued, trying to get pleasure is a pain and it is a pain to lose pleasure, that is two pains for every pleasure.  So, on the hypothesis that we can desire only pleasure and get some pleasure, we succeed in getting more pain.  If that argument is sound, it is greater evidence for the hypothesis that we can desire only pain and it only seems that we desire pleasure.


The defenses of psychological hedonism and masochism above are both claims that the counterexamples to each of those theories are ineffective because what each theory says is true and there is evidence supporting the theory.  Such a defense is not a successful defense of a theory facing counterexamples.  All theories competing with them can use that defense except the theory that people want a variety of things.  It has no counterexamples and does not need that defense.  So, it is the best.


A second common refutation of psychological hedonism is called the paradox of hedonism.  The paradox is that if you desire only pleasure, you will never get pleasure.  The reason is that to get pleasure, you have to desire something other than pleasure which, when you get it, will give you pleasure.  The paradox works only if, as most people believe:  1. You get pleasure only if you get what you want.  So, 2. what you want is something other than pleasure that causes pleasure. 3. Desire for pleasure is not desire for something other than pleasure that causes pleasure and 4. desire for pleasure is not the primary reason why one chooses to desire something other than pleasure that causes pleasure.  Then, 5. if a pleasure ever exists, psychological hedonism is false.  And, 6. pleasure sometimes exists.


The most famous effort to defend psychological hedonism against counterexamples of virtue, money, fame, honor, etc., which are desired but not believed to be pleasure, was offered by John Stuart Mill as part of his proof of the principle of utility in Utilitarianism.

He uses an associationist psychology principle:


1.  If something is associated with pleasure, such as a means to, symptom of or effect of                 pleasure, it is a pleasure.


2.  Virtue, money, fame, etc., which are desired, are associated with pleasure.
So,
3.  virtue, money, fame, etc., which are desired,  are pleasures.  1. 2. M. P.    


To explain why the principle and, thus, why psychological hedonism is true, he offers as a theory:  Desiring something and taking it to be a pleasure are the same psychological fact.  He believes introspection tells us that theory is true.  If they are the same fact, he claims, it is physically impossible for one to exist without the other, since nothing can cause one to exist without the other.  That would be true if, as he claims, it is metaphysically impossible for one to exist without the other since one cannot exist without the other in the sense that the morning star and the evening star cannot exist without each other because both are the planet Venus.


That explanation relies on a metaphysical principle that if two psychological activities having the same object are the same psychological fact, that is caused by that same object of those activities.  That is, if desiring something and taking it to be a pleasure are the same psychological fact, that is caused by what is desired and being a pleasure being the same object.   It relies on two often reliable principles:  The epistemic principle that if it seems so, it is so and the causal principle that if it seems so, that is caused by its being so.


His defense of psychological hedonism does not succeed.  Associationist psychology faces the problem that everything is associated with everything else in some way.  Since everything is associated with pleasure in various ways, for example, by being desired provided the circumstances are right, his principle of association says everything is a pleasure.  That seems false. He needs to provide a way of detecting when something is not a pleasure, or at least a lesser pleasure, when people disagree on whether it is a pleasure.  Perhaps degrees of association with pleasure would rank some pleasures as higher or greater than others in the proper way.  But that has yet to be done even though he offers a theory of how higher and lower pleasures differ.   See Chapter  3.  


Further, psychological and ethical hedonism have two big disadvantages.  It is not clear what pleasure is and the word “pleasure” has a meaning permitting a great variety of things to be properly called pleasure according to customary usage.  Each of the views below about what pleasure is and what the word “pleasure” refers to have some plausibility which does not depend on argument nor on being careless with words.  But we need some way to identify pleasure if we are to confirm that only pleasure is desired and that only pleasure is intrinsically good.  So far, the meaning of the word pleasure is quite vague and ambiguous and we are not able to confirm that there is anything that is pleasure.  


As Mill’s views indicate, it is a linguistic truth that we do refer to things desired and also taken to be a pleasure, at least by someone, and especially by most people, as pleasures.  But, as we shall see, the meaning of  “pleasure” permits it to be linguistically proper for people to refer to as pleasure, and, therefore, believe to be pleasure, things which are not properly described, nor referred to, nor believed to be, pleasure.  Further, they are not desired, nor taken to be pleasure, at least by someone, and especially by most people.  So, while the word “pleasure” has a meaning, it is a vague and ambiguous meaning. The disadvantages are made obvious by various sensible views about pleasure.  For example, psychological hedonists often claim that when the counterexamples to their theory are desired, they are pleasures and when they are not desired, they are not pleasures.  Things desired by some are not desired by others.  So being desired is not a reliable pleasure indicator.  It might seem that confirming that something is right or intrinsically good or a particular color faces a similar problem.  But that depends on a metaphysical issue:  Is pleasure a thing or a thing of some kind or are there things that are pleasures but of no particular kind or is it only that some things are pleasurable, whatever that is, or is each pleasure identical to a state of affairs of being desired, in which case desiring a pleasure is desiring a state of affairs, etc.?  


Mill’s own theory of meaning does not permit an answer to the question, “What is pleasure?”  He believes the meaning of a word, apart from properties associated with what the word refers to, is what it refers to.  So, “pleasure” refers to what is taken to be a pleasure.  According to Mill, that is referred to by “desired.”  So, “pleasure” and “desired” have the same meaning since they refer to the same thing.  So, “what is pleasure is desired” means “what is desired is desired.”  It also means “what is pleasure is pleasure.”  Both are logically necessary truths and neither of them tells us what it is that is both desired and pleasure.  That is, it is not properly described as pleasure or desired if you want to say what it is that is a pleasure and desired when it is a pleasure and desired. 


Henry Sidgwick defined pleasure as a feeling called pleasure, rather than a pleasurable feeling.  He defined it as a feeling at least implicitly apprehended as desirable or preferable when experienced and claimed pain is a negative quantity of pleasure.  His definition is too broad because other feelings, such as warmth on cold skin, are apprehended as desirable or preferable to feeling something worse and it is too narrow because there are feelings, such as warmth on cold skin, apprehended as desirable or preferable to pleasure.  Further, pain seems to be something other than a negative quantity of pleasure.   How could there be less pleasure than no pleasure?


Gilbert Ryle claimed that pleasure and pain are not strict opposites since pain can be located in the body in time and place but usually pleasure can not.  Further, there are feelings, which are properly called pains, which are painful, but there are no feelings properly called pleasures rather than only pleasurable feelings.


Epicurus claimed that pleasure is the absence of pain.  That apparently requires it to not be a feeling.


Aristotle’s discussion of pleasure may still be the best one that does not talk about the nervous system or statistics.  He claims pleasure results from the proper functioning of any ability.  He admits that some people get pleasure from abilities that are not functioning properly, such as when people get pleasure from activity that is not praiseworthy.  He claims the abilities are corrupt so the pleasures can be properly called corrupt pleasures or pleasures to the corrupt.  We would take them to be pleasures that are not intrinsically good.  But he believes it is more accurate to claim they are not pleasures because they are not pleasures to the wise since the wise are the proper judges of what is true and the wise do not get pleasure from activity that is not praiseworthy.


Monistic theories of intrinsic good claim that only one kind of thing is intrinsically good.  Ethical hedonism is an example. There are other examples of monistic theories of intrinsic good.  Aristotle held only happiness has intrinsic value; the Stoics, virtue; some idealists, self-realization; Nietzche, power; some theologians, God; etc.


Those theories are usually defended, when defended by argument, much the same way as ethical hedonism.  Substitute for “pleasure” in the claims and arguments above “happiness,” “virtue” or whatever.  Claim only that, or part of it, can be desired.  The result is a defense equal to the defense of ethical hedonism.  Using that defense none of them has been adequately defended against competing theories.  The case for pluralistic theories will show that no defense of a monistic theory succeeds.


MANY INTRINSIC GOODS


Pluralistic theories of intrinsic good claim that more than one kind of thing is intrinsically good.  Intrinsically good counter examples to a monistic theory of intrinsic good would support such a theory.  We now defend a pluralistic theory of intrinsic good and if not a list of intrinsic goods, at least the best theory of intrinsic good, followed by a theory of what is morally good.


Plato's addition test for another intrinsic good: if the intrinsic good of x+y is greater than the intrinsic good of x, then due to an argument to the best explanation, y has intrinsic good.  It yields counterexamples to any monistic theory of intrinsic good, that is, any theory that only one kind of thing is intrinsically good, for example, only pleasure is intrinsically good.  For illustration we shall use customary views of the intrinsic values of things and for simplicity we shall assume a theory of quantity of value that says an intrinsic good has a value of +1, intrinsic bad has a value of -1 and differences are not fractional.  Suppose the intrinsic value of a pleasure and some knowledge is greater than the intrinsic value of the pleasure.  According to the test, the knowledge has intrinsic value.


An objection to the addition test is the value monist defense.  It is that a better explanation is that y is not an intrinsic good but rather an extrinsic good which causes x to have more intrinsic good than x alone, the value of the whole does not equal the individual value of the parts.  That defense fails since it equally defends any monistic theory of intrinsic good against all other such theories. So none of them is acceptable if that is the only defense, even if one of them happens to be true.


The same kind of criticism applies if the monist claims x+y is a whole of the same kind as x, since x is a part of it, because a competing monist can claim, with equal justification, that it is the same kind of thing as y.  If x+y are related by a relation other than addition, say r, or form a whole of a different kind than either of them, say z, the addition test still shows monism is false but does not indicate which of y, r, or z also have intrinsic good. 


G. E. Moore’s principle of organic unities provides a second objection to the addition test:  In some cases the value of the whole is not equal to the value of the parts.  It is compatible with the value monist defense.  Counterexamples to the addition test are evidence for it.  For example, we believe a situation in which someone gets pleasure from someone else's pain from stubbing his toe is worse than the pain alone.  So, the principle of organic unities seems true.  If the pleasure has a value of +1, the toe pain has a value of -1 and if the value of the situation equals the value of the parts, as the addition test requires, the value of the situation is 0.  But we believe the situation of getting pleasure out of someone else's pain is worse than the pain alone.  So the principle of organic unities seems to be true and the addition test seems false.  Defending the addition test requires showing that in cases in which the principle of organic unities seems true, the list of value parts is incomplete.  For example, in the case above, the relation of taking pleasure in the pain of another has a value of -1 and the character trait of getting pleasure from the pain of others has a value of -1.  So, the value of the situation is -2, as one would expect.


A third objection to the addition test seems to support the principle of organic unities, due to supposing causal relations are irrelevant to intrinsic good.   For example, suppose two people kill each other in a duel.  That seems very bad.  Each death, each pain, each participating in a duel and the relation of dueling each has a value of -1.  Yet the situation has much more intrinsic good.  How can that be if the addition test is true?   Again, the list of value parts is incomplete.  The people are Hitler and Stalin and for each evil it prevents, it is worth +1 and if the evil prevented is unjust, it is worth another +1. 


The point of that example is that the total intrinsic good of something, as opposed to its intrinsic good due to various properties, partly depends on the intrinsic good of what it is extrinsically good for since that is part of the intrinsic good its existence provides to the universe.  What it is good for might remain unknown and make a claim about its quantity of intrinsic good false but whether it is false depends, of course, only on the amount of its intrinsic good.


A fourth objection to the addition test seems to support the principle of organic unities.  It is that “Something is better than nothing.”  Examples of evidence offered for that claim are that a disease is better than nothing and bad sex is better than no sex.  Then, it may seem that things that are only intrinsically bad are also intrinsically good rather than only intrinsically bad.  But that does not refute the addition test since what the claim is used to mean is that something is better than nothing when the alternative is worse, that is, an intrinsic bad is better than a worse alternative.  For example, the claim would mean a disease has more potential for good than nothing, which, if there is nothing else, has no potential for anything and that would be worse.  This time the list of value parts is incomplete or their value misdescribed.  “Better than” indicates comparative value so it need not refer to more good rather than less bad.  


The addition test survives the objections above since, so far, no example supporting the principle of organic unities has survived the addition test defense.  The theory of intrinsic good above is compatible with a pluralistic rule theory of intrinsic good.  Such a theory says: if it is a pleasure, it is an intrinsic good and if it is knowledge, it is an intrinsic good, etc.  But, as nihilists point out, such rules have counterexamples.  So just as Rosen's conditional act theory has no counterexamples when used as a theory of obligation, for the same sort of reasons it has no counterexamples when used as a theory of intrinsic value.  So, it is also the best theory of intrinsic value.  The consequent of one antecedent about ways x is intrinsically good would be, “x is intrinsically good.”  Its denial would be the other consequent, having an antecedent about ways x is intrinsically bad.  Combining the antecedents would yield a consequent about how much intrinsic value, positive or negative, x has, as we saw above, or how praiseworthy an act would be. Rule theories of intrinsic good serve as sources of good making features and rule theories of intrinsic bad serve as sources of bad making features to be considered in using the method of conditional agreement for discovering which things are intrinsically good and for discovering comparative amounts of intrinsic value. 


The addition test supports a non rule pluralistic theory of intrinsic good since it can be used to develop a list of all the examples of things that are intrinsically good.  Start the list by taking an extrinsic good as x and a candidate for an intrinsic good as y.  If the intrinsic value of x+y is greater than that of x, y is put on the list.  Continue by taking the things on the list as x and a candidate for intrinsic value as y.  The list may be infinite.  If lists conflict, apply the method of conditional agreement to resolve the conflict.  But the test seems to work well for most of the usual candidates for intrinsic good and for confirming that some things are intrinsically neither good nor bad, for example, some zippers.  It also seems to work for most of the things that are both intrinsically good and intrinsically bad such as the feeling of a full stomach against a tight belt.  The feeling of a full stomach is both a pleasure, +1, and a pain, -1, due to the belt, yielding an intrinsic value of 0.  Further, we expect that adding an intrinsic bad to a group of intrinsic goods lowers the intrinsic value of the group.

                                                                 MORAL GOOD


Normative theories of value are about what is morally good.  But the topic of how moral good differs from other kinds of intrinsic good such as beauty and pizza is usually ignored.  One theory about what can be morally good is that to the extent a person is responsible for it, it is morally good or bad.  That implies that only aspects of things have moral value; you are responsible for only use of morally good capacities.  The theory, “if it is most prized, it is morally good,” seems false as stated since it permits pets and lucky charms to be morally good.  Often, impressive aspects of a topic are used to provide data for formulating a theory.  Consider the following data for formulating a theory of what kinds of things can be morally good and why.


First, things typically believed to be capable of being morally good are interrelated.  Such things are people, acts, intentions, motives and other aspects of personality having to do with character, social movements and social institutions such as governments, economic policies, businesses.


Second, the most basic division in historical normative theories of obligation, the division between Mill and Kant, grants that moral goodness is basically a property of people.  Mill stresses that the rightness of acts depends on consequences but moral obligation focuses on not violating the rights of people; moral rightness focuses on nobility, improving the lives of everyone.  Moral goodness is found in people and depends on motives required for virtue.  For Mill, an act consists of what one intends to do, which results from motives, and the actual consequences of acting on that intention.  Kant, on the other hand, stresses that a right act is not morally good unless it is the act of a good will.  By good will he means a virtuous character consisting of willing to do right acts rather succeeding in doing right acts.  He claims a good will is good even if it is ineffective since determinism is true.


Third, the most widely accepted claim about moral goodness is that a morally good person tries to do right.  It is the core belief about morality since it is the substantive moral claim people are least willing to claim is false.


That data indicates that a variety of kinds of things can be morally good.  When a variety of kinds of things are referred to by the same word or words, it is usually because of some sort of important similarity; “red” is said of red things.  If the similarity is not obvious, then the word is being used metaphorically or analogically.  As Aristotle noted, the similarity in an analogical use is that the things are related by the same relation: part whole, cause effect, explainer explained, justifier justified, etc.  Suppose a word is part of a true description of something.  For example, Ed is healthy.  His organs are healthy in an analogical sense by being part of what it is for him to be healthy as a whole; damage to one damages his health.  His food can be healthy in a different analogical sense by being a cause of his health.  His exercise can be healthy by being an effect of his being healthy and a cause of his continued health.  The reasons he gives for his running, eating, and taking care of his body are healthy in that they explain or justify why he and those things are healthy.  Those examples illustrate how Ed is healthy in a basic sense and how the other things are healthy in various analogical senses.  They are healthy in a way that is different from the way Ed is healthy, by various relations to the health that Ed has.  So they do not have the same kind of health as each other and do not have the health or even the same kind of health that Ed has.  A theory of the analogical meaning of the words “morally good” is a meta ethical theory of the meaning of those words.  It is the linguistic basis of a normative theory of what kinds of things can be morally good and why.


A competing theory of the meaning of the words “morally good” is that they have paronymous use.  That requires that they have no basic sense, the way Ed is healthy in a basic sense.  For example, sentences, sounds, marks, propositions, grammatical knowledge and grammar are all grammatical.  But none of them are grammatical in a basic sense the way Ed can be healthy in a basic sense.  Plato might claim they participate in being grammatical but the particular relations involved are mysterious; have associations or a family resemblance but no single similarity. 


Here are the basics of a proposed normative theory of moral good that explain the data mentioned above. It is Rosen’s conditional act theory applied to the topic of what things are intrinsically good, in what respects and to what extent.  But it restricts what kinds of things can be morally good and why they are morally good by using a theory of analogical meaning which makes it better that the two competing theories of moral goodness mentioned above by explaining why the words “morally good” properly apply as they do.


The most widely accepted claim about moral good is a claim about people.  So, it is safe to claim that people are at least one kind of thing that can have moral goodness and that other things have various kinds of moral goodness that depend on the kind of moral goodness that people have.


"Tries to do right," refers to elements of personality, that is, intentions, willing to do right and tendencies to have such which when combined are called good moral character.  They do not have the kind of moral goodness that people have.  They have moral goodness of a different kind.  They have moral goodness in the sense that they constitute the moral goodness of a morally good person.  But none of them has the moral goodness of that person, just as the parts of a plant being alive constitute the plant being alive but no one of them is a plant being alive.  Similarly, carrots are healthy as food being digested by a healthy person after being chewed but they are not healthy in the sense that the person is healthy.  If they were healthy the way the person is healthy, they would be healthy the way carrots living in the ground are healthy.   


An act is morally right if it is right and some existing morally good person would try to do it, the way healthy behavior is a manifestation of a healthy person.  The healthy running of a healthy person is not healthy the way the person is healthy but is healthy in the sense of being an effect indicating a person being healthy and a cause of her continued health.  But exactly similar running by an unhealthy person would be unhealthy and sometimes causes death.  Acts only superman could do by super powers are often right, but those right acts are not morally right since no existing morally good person, lacking super powers, would try to do them.


Right acts have moral goodness of a still different kind than the moral goodness of people and the moral goodness of aspects of personality.  Namely, moral goodness in the sense that, and to the extent that, they have the intrinsically good property of being done for morally good reasons, reasons acceptable to a morally good person.  Acts, whether right or wrong, are morally bad to the extent that they have the intrinsically bad property of being done for morally bad reasons.  But morally right and good acts are often not right for other morally good people to try to perform for morally good reasons, such as, they are not well qualified or in the wrong circumstances.  For example it might be morally right and good for morally good superman to fly to the rescue but not right for morally good Lois Lane to try, due to the ought implies can principle applied to that imperfect duty, since she cannot fly.  


Social institutions are morally good to the extent that they are like morally good people, aspects of morally good character or morally good acts and the same is true of anything else that is morally good.  This implies that rocks and numbers have moral goodness but not enough to be significant since the analogy with the moral goodness of people becomes so stretched that the similarity makes the moral goodness of rocks and numbers metaphorical.  For example, what they do is not due to their choosing to do it for morally good reasons.


Some acts a morally good person tries to do are not morally right because they are not right even though the person believes them to be.  Intending or willing to do right is usually a right act and morally right because a morally good person tries to do such willing or intending even if that person often has trouble deciding which act is the right act to will or intend.  That is why we more strongly believe that it is morally right to try to do right than we believe it is morally right to do right.  The morally noble or wise person succeeds in doing right, indicating more highly developed moral virtue or goodness than those who try and fail.  But trying is never beyond the power of a morally good person since that is part of being morally good.  Trying to do right is not morally right if done by a morally bad person trying to do something morally bad due to a morally bad motive or reason.  Intending to deceive, acting on impulse, love of the irrational, etc., are usually morally bad motives.


However, trying to do right can be a start in the development of moral goodness, indicating moral goodness of people is a matter of degree indicated by comparative performance so far.  The capacity for moral goodness is fully developed if when one tries to do right, it is not by accident but due to habitual good judgment.   A further requirement is that the person believes, due to available undefeated reasons, that doing the act is a morally good state of affairs even if the person is never aware of the belief or the reasons. 

                                                                      APPENDIX

                                   THE META ETHICS OF NATURAL LAW THEORIES

By Aristotelian and Stoic natural law tradition extending into the 20th century, human nature consists of human character traits governed by reason.  Your reason is your improving ability to get it right, limited by your lack of relevant information and irrational emotions.  Part of getting it right about anything is understanding the reason why it is as it is.  That reason is a law that something other than a law makes it be as it is.  When a maker makes something, it follows a law.  The maker explains what it makes in the sense of causing it but not in the sense of justifying it.  What happens in that situation is rational in the sense that what happens is understandable.  It is understandable in the sense that the law explains it in the sense of justifying it but not in the sense of causing it.  The law justifies it because the law can be used as a premise in an argument to prove it exists and ought to.  For example, it is a law of nature that, if we know the relevant non moral facts, then due to experience with humans and the way nature works our reason enables us to know, as well as it can, what natural moral law says those facts justify. 


Kant held that by natural law, even if God does not exist, our reason makes us believe that the only thing that can cause natural laws of nature and morality to exist is God.  He may have held the sort of metaphysical theory held by most Medievals that among the existing natural laws necessary for the existence of the natural laws for the existence of a possible world are these:  For any person, even God, if you exist, that good causes a duty of gratitude that necessitates that you have implicitly agreed with everyone to follow the laws of nature and morality, whatever they turn out to be, that God would cause if God exists.  What exists, including God and natural laws, exist  if a being as good and as powerful as a being can be and more so than anything else, commands, wills, causes and knows it to exist, because those are all ways of describing the same state of a loving and just God.  Only things that can change can cause.  But God chooses not to change since that would make God worse according to natural moral law, which God causes, that cannot change since that would make it worse, something God would not will.  The natural laws are eternal truths, truths that cannot change because if they could change, they would not exist, not be true in all possible worlds about what is true in each possible world.  Only things that are not eternal truths can change without ceasing to exist, such as, rocks, sentences that can become true or false and what was God if God were to change.  


We discover natural laws by reason using what is now called act deontology for casuistry and  the deductive method of counterexample to hypotheses about how they link facts, moral or non moral, until the best links are found.  For example, they link acts chosen by free will and complete descriptions of the circumstances in which they are done to their moral value in a way that permits generalizations to candidates for substantive moral rules, some more reliable than others:  If set l. of facts exist, then act Al. is a greater moral good than act Bl. which is a greater good than etc., and if set 2. of  facts exist, act A2. is a greater moral good than, etc.


The laws include variations on these metaphysical views on intentional action and human nature traceable to Aristotle.  An intended object is an object of the person’s understanding, understood some and understood more by reasoning about it.  A willed act and an intentional act are the same thing, namely, a desire for an intended object to exist and described by describing its object.  For example, an intended act of sitting is its intended object.  It includes other intended acts and their objects.  For example, it causes the act of bending and the bending necessary for sitting and the act of resting and the resting as a result of sitting.  It can also include foreseen unintended effects.  For example, the act of sitting on wet ground and that object.  To the extent the existence of an intentional act is not the intended object as understood, it is unintentional or accidental even if foreseen.  Due to circumstances, luck and the way intentional acts and their objects include other acts necessary for causing them and resulting from them, alternative chains of action need to be evaluated for their likelihood of leading to the existence, value and possible differences in the objects intended.


By natural law a person always desires more of what makes a person’s life a good life.  It is called happiness.  It can increase or decrease and its opposite is not having been born.  It is the final good of the person in the sense that it is made up of all the lesser goods desired in order to get it.  Happiness is the most basic object of desire.  What is required for it, and thus parts of it, are less basic objects of desire and the basic desires are actions of getting it and, thus, desiring what is required to get it rather than only causing effects.  That requires reasoning about how objects of understanding are related to happiness to discover what to do.  Doing good is the good that is doing what adds to happiness. 


A duty is “wide” to the extent that it requires an act described by its object that permits variety in the sorts of actions required to reach it.   For example there are many possible roads to happiness, courage, etc. some more effective than others depending on the circumstances of the person involved.  Duties become “narrower” as further description of its object by objects required for it restricts the variety of such actions by permitting some but not others.  A duty is “strict” when the full description of the object of an act by objects required for it yields the description of the individual act required to reach it including a single possible set of circumstances and who does it. 


The section on rights will explain how your existence causes your natural duty to increase your liberty to permit more effective pursuit of happiness.  That duty causes your theoretical reason to tell you what goals, desires and acts are, as far as you can tell, justified by your natural duty.  If you choose to do what you take to be your natural duty, your natural duty enforces morality by causing them to be morally good in that sense. Your practical or active reason is your liberty of desiring, that is, intentionally acting, according to your theoretical reason.  Its acting is your free will to the extent that your theoretical reason tells you that you are free from errors of belief and morality concerning the act.  


If you take free will to be only doing what you choose to do, that is compatible with being guaranteed to choose what you choose by things beyond your control.  So, that is not free will.  Perhaps free will is doing what you choose when nothing guarantees that you choose what you choose. Then there is no difference between your controlling and your not controlling choosing what you choose.  So, that is not free will.  Free will is part of happiness only if it makes your life better.  Only your desires in accord with your theoretical reason do that reliably to the extent that they overpower your other desires.  So, desiring what you ought to desire is the false theory of free will worth accepting. 


Due to bad judgments of your theoretical reason, the degree to which the goal, desires and actions are morally good and a duty is often limited.  Since natural moral law includes the natural laws that require the bad judgments, it morally requires that you act on those bad judgments even if it would require a better judgment and different act if your theoretical reason were better.  So, the authority and power natural moral law has over your action, whether you believe it or not, is your implicit or explicit consent governed desire for moral goodness, uncoerced by threat or physical force.  Everyone believes good is better than bad and acts accordingly unless coerced by circumstances to accept less good as the best available.


You get moral credit for trying to do what you believe is moral, perhaps by accepting various rules and using various incentives, but would get more credit to the extent you succeeded in doing the morally best of available alternatives.  To the extent we fail to do our moral duty we are punished by being guilty and, if the failure is noticed, shame.  Feelings of shame or guilt unreliably indicate shame or guilt. If we fail to do our legal duty, we are properly punished by legal action according to legal law since it is part of natural moral law. 

            When your natural duty causes your act, it is an act of duty.  That is true even if you would have chosen to do what seems to be the same act due to your psychology or coercion, that is, to avoid effects of not doing it for practical reasons, or chosen it from compulsion, a desire you can not overcome while willing or desiring not to have it.  In such cases the act would have been a different act due to having a different cause.  They can coincide in the same act the way water and H2O can coincide in the same thing.  In such cases you are “positively free” since your free will or practical reason desires to do what morality requires, but not “negatively free” of coercion or compulsion. 

            Common usage indicates four different meanings of “ought”: instrumental, prescriptive, moral and predictive.  It is often hard to tell from context how many the speaker intends to rely on in a single use of “ought.”  If by natural law y causes x and if x is a goal, y ought to be done as one instrument for reaching the goal but perhaps not in a prescriptive sense if a more efficient instrument or different goal is being prescribed.  Further, that ‘ought’ need not be a moral ought and usually neither x nor y are being predicted.


What is meant by the claim that, “by natural law my desire of x “obliges” or “obligates” me to do y,” is that if circumstances permit, 1. my desiring x is one y that causes x and 2. natural moral forces of an x, when it is an object of my understanding and possible, morally necessitate my desiring x.  In that case it is true that I ought to desire x, the means to it and act accordingly.  The ‘ought’ is not predictive.  But it is prescriptive, instrumental and moral to the extent that it is by natural moral law morally good of me to desire x.  That depends partly on how good it is for x, when it is an object of my understanding, to morally necessitate my desiring x.  To the extent that you freely choose to act due to the moral goodness of x, by choosing to follow the natural laws for getting x and desiring accordingly, your practical reason makes you, your desire and your act morally good a second way by making them existing moral goods.  Of course, they would be morally better if you were a better judge of the moral goodness of your desiring x.


St. Thomas is typical in holding that the first principle or law of practical reason is do good and avoid evil; the widest duty.  Casuists usually claim proper application of that formal principle and any other by a well formed conscience follows the best substantive rule indicator of a necessary condition of a permissible act, one basic to happiness, the principle of double effect:  Each intended effect or object of the act is a greater good than the evil of the foreseeable unintended effects of that good and some of the intended effects of a permissible act are the permissible acts required for causing the intended permissible act. Applied to all possible intended acts it indicates the permissible acts required for the intended act of achieving happiness. It is associated with permitting induced abortions to save the life of the mother, prohibiting suicide, and identifying just wars.


The greater good of each intended effect than evil of foreseen unintended effects of an intended act is required only as the most reliable indicator of the rightness of the act.  It does not make the act right. So, this is not a subjective utilitarianism.  What makes an act right, in so far as it is right, is how good the act is.  That depends on how basic a part of happiness the act is when the act and happiness are intended objects of action.  In contrast, objective utilitarians hold intended or foreseen effects help make a person good and existing effects do not indicate, but make, an act right.
      
Natural law links morality to nature since it governs duties of morality by implying the impossibility, indicated by a contradiction, of some cases of both a fact and an object of an act existing.  It governs duties of virtue by implying the impossibility, indicated by a contradiction, of some cases of both a rational willing of an object and willing of a policy about that kind of object, as Kant and natural rights theories claim.  Utilitarians agree that causal determinism limits action.

RIGHTS


Most people have nearly no idea of what a right is or why a sensible person would believe any rights exist.  Enforced documents and mass education make those topics a mystery by telling us only what rights we supposedly have.  Here, the basics of the rights tradition on those topics follow a statement of the most basic kinds of rights and duties and their relations.


Rights and duties imply each other.  Imperfect rights permit increasing your rights.  An example is the right to undeserved help.  They imply imperfect duties, also called duties of virtue.  Violating them is permitted but not praiseworthy.  An example is the duty of charity.  It is the duty to help yourself and the duty of others to give it implying and implied by your imperfect right to undeserved help.  Perfect rights permit preserving your rights.  They imply perfect duties, also called duties of morality. They permit no violation but are limited by more basic duties.  Examples are the duties of others and the duty to yourself not to kill you without proper justification implying and implied by your perfect right to life to not be killed without proper justification.

   
The basic principle of a rights based theory of obligation is a natural moral law: IF A POWER ACCORDS WITH LAW, IT IS A RIGHT.  Natural rights accord with natural moral law.  Natural legal rights accord with “positive” law, law legislated by persons.  Natural rights of expectation accord with natural laws of custom. 


If any legislated right exists, a right to legislate exists.  If a right to legislate exists and is not legislated, it is what is called a natural right, which can exist only if natural moral law exists.  It includes the ‘ought’ implies ‘can’ principle.  By natural moral law, whatever has the power to exist cannot be otherwise,  So, it has no natural duty to be otherwise.  That is, it has a natural perfect and imperfect right to be as it is as it changes due to circumstances.

However, according to natural law tradition, natural rights can be exercised or claimed by rights holders, or for them by guardians, only when they or their guardians do their duties contained in an agreement since only an agreement justifies that there are rights, duties and implication relations between them
. Agreements need not be explicit and may consist of only not changing what exists, for example, custom, especially in the case of your rights and your duties to yourself.  Since agreements permit what is not explicitly prohibited, whatever happens accords with implicit agreements.  So, persons have implicitly agreed to what happens in accord with laws of nature which, of course, include positive laws and customs that come along. 


Direct duties are only to things capable of making and agreeing to the duties of an agreement by understanding it: persons.  Direct duties imply indirect duties about, but not to, persons not in the agreement, tools, animals, ecosystems, numbers, etc.  But since they did not agree to the direct duties of the agreement, they do not have its rights unless the agreement says so.


Since by existing, a human person has a natural power of, that is, a natural right, to be as it changes due to circumstances, that is, life and what ever is necessary for life, as natural properties called natural property rights, one of them is a natural liberty right of freedom to preserve its powers, which implies the right to use them to increase them to preserve them.  Its liberty right is exercised by mixing its labor power with resources, such as land or the ability to make and keep an agreement, and causes a natural right to the powers of what it makes.  That is, you can do what you want to keep and improve your powers and you get the benefits and suffer the consequences. 


Your natural liberty right implies natural duties to yourself and others by implying a natural perfect duty of all not to cause your natural liberty right not to exist nor be transferred without proper justification. That is, it is inalienable.  It is called a negative right since it implies a duty to not do something.  If when you change your natural liberty right you only increase its power, you prevent causing it not to exist.  So, your natural liberty right implies your natural perfect duty to increase its power when you can and it is also a positive right since it implies a duty to do, rather than not do, something.  The various ways of doing a duty are narrower imperfect duties of various strengths due to the possible costs and benefits involved.


Natural duties to others are caused by three facts about people that by natural moral law cause them to enter agreements:  1. The only sense in which all people are free and equal is that they have a natural right to liberty, that is, act on their choices to improve opportunities, limited only by natural moral law applying to every person.  2. They are not equal in the opportunities they have due to differences in talent and circumstances since equal opportunity legislation cannot change
natural physical law.  3. Co-operation with mutually beneficial agreements increases your liberty right by adding to resources you have a right to use.  So, there is a natural duty and liberty right to make mutually beneficial agreements.  For example, an agreement with yourself to agree to natural moral law, which would exist if God were to cause it.  That creates natural rights and duties of fidelity, agreement keeping.


People often break agreements.  So, there is a natural liberty right to contract, that is, agree to follow the legal laws of a government in exchange for the government agreeing to enforce your agreements with it, others, and yourself, according to those laws.  For example, your living so far is your implicitly agreeing with a government, others and yourself that you have an imperfect duty to improve yourself and a perfect duty to not deprive them of your possible future services by suicide in exchange for them permitting you to live so far.  Further, contracts can make corporations, governments, rocks, etc., legal persons.  Your theoretical reason, your understanding of the world, tells you, as far as you can tell, when making or keeping an agreement or contract is justified.


To cause us to use our rights, nature gives us a desire properly described as, one or both, the desire for self-preservation and the desire for beneficial co-operation, love.  Its misdirection yields vices of selfishness, due to misdirected desires for means to self-preservation, or irresponsibility, due to misdirected desires for co-operation, that is, when not mutually beneficial.  If taken to be both, and rationally combined over time, it causes the most good. So, following natural moral law over time tends to maximize good effects more than any other policy.  So, good effects are the most reliable indicator of moral action but do not make it moral.  Being permitted by natural moral law does that.

Grotius held legal realism: Natural rights permit legislated or “positive” laws which are our most detailed statement of our knowledge of natural rights so far and their strongest protection.  Implications of legal and expectation rights in new situations yield new knowledge of natural rights as the basis for reforming positive law.  Pufendorf held legal positivism: There are natural rights rather than customs only when they are legislated to exist.  They are legislated to be the basis of other legal rights and legislation changes only in response to forces to do so.  Both held that due to variety in resources and personality, differing legal systems develop as efforts to discover and understand natural moral law just as various scientific theories develop as efforts to discover and understand natural physical laws.  


John Locke held you have a natural right to only as much property as you can use without wasting it except for property of others that they are not wasting.  That implies you have a perfect duty not to waste, “enough and as good left in common for others.”  Enforced implicit and legal  agreements based on consent, uncoerced by threat or physical force, lower waste.  To the extent there are not such agreements we are in a state of nature, more likely to suffer.  Agreeing to martial law, dictatorship or slavery of some sort is usually a better way of exercising rights when someone is conquered by war or bad luck than choosing a worse alternative such as death, due to preservation of rights for mutual benefit. But in modern societies the invention of money, which stores the value of labor, combined with the complex productive organization of many people makes surpluses beyond what is needed for insurance that get wasted.  Martial law, dictatorship and slavery are usually wasteful since most people can take care of themselves better than others can.  So, those unable to care for themselves and those who would be chattel slaves, legal property, due to bad luck usually have a right to the surplus.  That implies a perfect duty to care for the unfortunate and children by charity or taxes, and not to own slaves.  In Locke’s time property was basically land but he held the most useful property is unwasteful and unwasted education since they lower economic and political slavery.


The Constitution of the United States, inspired by Locke, says each person has an inalienable right to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness, the rights mentioned in the bill of rights and the rights and limitations the supreme court finds there.  The UN declaration of rights says only the right not to be tortured is not subject to the needs of states.  Due to the problem of discovering the content of natural moral law, using it to discover what rights there are is impractical. 


Some groups claim rights that seem to violate rights of others.  They are claim or demand rights based on widely held principles.  For example, some of the rich claim a right to keep all of their money and some of the poor claim a right to some of it.  Both need to justify that such claim or demand rights are actual rights, not over ridden by a duty due to the morally relevant facts.  Justifications usually offered lack detail in ways that help to emphasize how hard it is to offer a justification that does not violate a right.  Basically the answer is that to exercise rights you have, rather than only claim to have, you must help others.  That, as Augustine and Hume point out, creates debts of gratitude, which cause you to have various rights depending on circumstances and the kind of help, provided you have met all your obligations so that others do not have a duty to override your rights.
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