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Abrégé 

La possibilité de considérer l'éthique comme domaine cognitIf est au œntre des 

préoccupations contemporaines en philosophie morél.!c. Par le niaIS d'une analyse du 

projet de réalisme interne d'Hilary Putnam, il a été entrepns dans cette thèse de 

discuter des changements q'.I1 pourraient être apporté aux conceptIOns hahltudle~ des 

notions de vérité et .1, fac.tualité de façon à ce que le dIscours piulosoplllquc soli 

dépourvu de la distinction faIt/valeur. Une réponse à l'argument de Gllhert Barman eM 

alors présentée pour montrer que faœ à ces modifications l'argument non-cogllltlf n'a 

plus de poids . 
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Abstract 

The possibility of considcring the ethical doma:n as cognitive is a principal concem 

of contemporary moral phiJosophy. FolIowing an analysis of Hilary Putnam's internaI 

rcalism, 1 discuss how our usual conceptions of truth and factuality should be modified 

in order to render philosophical discourse frce of the fact/value distinction. 1 then 

present a response to Gilbert Harman's argument for non-cognitivism in ethics and 

argue that, within an internaI realism that incorporates sllch modificd conceptions, the 

non-cognitive argument no longer carries any weight. 
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Introduction 

Dcspitc the general criticisms to which thcy have becn subjected in contemporary 

philosophy, logical positivism and metaphysical materialjsm, (the view that we can 

think and talk of mmd-independcnt entities in v:rtue of a causal relation of 

correspondence betwecn terrns in uùr languages and rnateriaJ objects, whlch are, for 

the metaphysical realist, paradigm mind-in/Jependent entities), still leave their mark in 

moral philosophy. The most haunting ghost of these philosophical lraditions is the 

fact/value distinction. Grounds for the latter can be traced back to an empiricist 

conception oflanguageassociate,d wlth metaphysical materialism. Such empincists hold 

an Instrumental vicw of language, which they consider to be a mere tool for the 

communication of thought, the latter being consldered as prior to language. The main 

feature of such an cmpiricisrn is that once definitlons have been given to our words, 

the truth-status of our sentences WIll irreversibly be determined by the 'fabric oi the 

worl(l', without any -intervention on our pan. No room is left for input from the human 

use of words. Moreover, such empiricists, as their name suggests, hold that sensory 

expcrience is the cerrect foundation of our behefs. Correspondingly, only those objects 

that are accessible to experirnental sciences are considered really to exist. 

A division of language into two functions, a descriptive and an expressive, is also a 

central feature of this doctrine. Words can thus have two kinds of meaning: a cognitive 

meaning or an emotlve mcaning, the former being the only one which cùntributes to 

the truth status of sentences. Correlatively, two mode~ of judgement are discerned: a 

passIVe mode and an active mode, which correspond respectively to the descriptive and 

the expressive functions of language. We are thus pictured as either reading the facts 

off the world, which is the activity by which we atlain knowledge, or as responding 
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emotionally to the facts. The evaluative (expressive or emotive) functilln of language 

serves only to express attitudes or dispositIons of the Will. FurthL-:llor~, thc~c two 

functions of language are deemed entlrely scparate such tha1 thcy cannol coll.lhmatc III 

the formation of judgements or in the establishmcnt of truc propo'ltlon~ Sll~h ta'il'i arc 

exclusively attributed to tht: descriptive functlOn. Hencc Ihe facl/v •• ll1c dl\IIIll'llOn. a~ 

there are two distinct functions of language, thcre appcar 10 bc Iwo lInrl'l.lled rc.lllll'i -

the realm of facts and the realm of values- one of whlch IS dC11lcd oh.lCCllVC rcallly 

Non-cognitivism in ethics hlstorically relies on thl~ dlspanty hclwecn Ihe l'v.lluallvc 

domains and the domains dcemed factual, III mamtainlllg that Ihcn: c.ln he no moral 

knowledge and that moral Judgements lack truth-~tatu'i. The philo\ophcr who 1 ... the 

closest to his empiricist wots IS J.L. .i\1acllc Hc off~r ... two argulllent\ for non-

cognitivism: 'The Argument :rom Qurcrnc~s' and 'Thc Argumcnt From Rl'Iatlvlty' 

The former rests on the empinci~ts' restnctlOns on the ontillogll'al ... Iatm of ('hICCI ... and 

claims tÎlat: 

If there were objective values, Ihey would be entltlcs or qualitlc\ or rclallon~ of 
a very strange sort, utterly dlffcrent l'rom anythmg cl\e III the ullIvcrsc. 
Correspondingly, if we were aware of them it would he by SOI11C \pt:Clal faclilty 
of moral perception or mtUitlOn uttcrly dlffcrent l'rom our ordlllary way~ (lf 
knowing everything cIse. 1 

As already stressed, the only potcntial obJcct!l of knowledge arc tIH)'IC wlllch can be 

appraised by empirical expcnmentatlon. Smcc moral valuc~ fall \11(\! 1 (lI \.ltl'lfylllg tlm 

condition, Mackie conc1udcs that If thcy wcre objective they wOllld comtitutc a 

different class of I.!ntities whlch wOlild requirc a '~pcclal facuIty' to he apprchcndcd. 

'The Argument from Relativity' rests on the pccliliar character of moral dl\agrccmenh 

to which variations in moral codes from culture to culture bcar wltnc\\. Macklc 

maintains that, as contrastcd with scientlfic dl!lagrccments, whlch he bcllCvc\ ari\1! l'rom 

inferences based on incorrect evidence, moral dlsagrcerr;ent~ are the rc\ult of our 

adherence to different ways of life. He takes this variation ln our moral practlcc~ to be 

an indication that morality is more a question of adhering to certam ~ch of conventions 

IMackie 1977, p.38 
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than of apprehending sorne objective moral facts, because such differences in our moral 

values are better explained by appeal to our adherence to different ways of living, than 

by appeal to a capacity for the perception of objective values. 

The non-cognitivist argument we WIll be concemed with in this thesis is one sketched 

by Gilbert Harman as the only version of non-cognitivism that will resist contemporary 

criticisms of the empmcist and metaphysical materialist traditions. It relies on modem 

dcvcJopments in epistemology to show that the only viable kinds of explanations are 

those that we appeal to in our best explanations of our experiences. It WIll be referred 

to as Harman's non-cognitivism or as Harman's argument, although this will just he 

a figure of speech to facilitate the discussion, since Harman, although he offers it as 

a convincing non-cognitivJst argument, does not endorse this sceptlcal position. The 

second chapter of this thesis will thus focus on a discussion of Harman 's non­

cognitavism, and a counter-argument WIll be presente<! against his contentions that an 

assumption about moral facts is not relevant to expJanations of why wc make the 

observations that we make, and that moral explanations do not figure in our best 

explanations of our expenenccs. It will stress: i) that an assumotion about moral facts 

is a condition of the viabllity of moral discoUl sc; ii) that a lot of our moral cxplanations 

arc good explanations that are Ilot overriden by any better ones; and iii) that even if 

Harman was right to believe that there are better explanations of our experiences that 

do not appeal to moral facts, wc are not forced to endorse his criterion of ontological 

corr.milment if we are internai realists. A characterization of internaI realism will be 

prcsented III the first chapter, and the particular conceptions of truth and factllality 

inherent in this doctrine will be relied upon to sketch the internai realist response to 

Harman's non-cognitivism offcrcd in the second chapter. Ail of this will be done in the 

hope of showing that diffcrent ways of construmg t.he nohons of tru t • and factuality 

permit us to dissolve the fact/value distinction and to dilute the threat of non­

cognitivism in ethics. InternaI realism will be pres~nted as a promising candidate for 

a framework with~n which to revise our usual conceptions of those notions. 
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Ch. 1 Internai Realism 

Filling The Fact!\'allic Gap 

Metaphysical matenalism falls to explain some of our ha~lc mtultlOll'i abolit 

morality. Indeed, this doctrine forces liS to rCJcct our COl111l1on ~cn\c conccpllOn of 

morality in the same way in whlch It forces m 10 dlstlllgUlsh hetwL'CI1 COl1111\on ~cmc 

realityand Reality (with a capital R -that IS, the rC<lhty of thll1g~-ln-thl'l1l\dvc~) and 10 

accept only the latter as what is actually the casc. The dl~tll1ctlOn I~ thc rC\1I1t ot 

believing that science has a way of cxplalOlIlg Ihlllgs-m-thcll1\clvc, or 'rcal truth' 

because it describes obJccts as they would appcar from a standpOlll1 IIldcpcndcl11 ot any 

human point of view. The stratcgy hcre, and Il I~ the one lI\ed hy PUII1.II11 ln 1111. 

Reason, Truth and lIistol},è, thcn, will bc to ~how that If kno\\ kdgc acqul\ltlon I~ a 

matter of having a dlrec( access 10 RealJty then ~clcncc l'Ilot morc pnvllcgcd Ih.1Il any 

other rational activity in sccunng Il. 

As a matter of fact, in RTH Putnam \lIggc~t~ Ihat 1 f It dlG nut prc\uppo\C Cl'rt.lIn 

standards, standards of coherence, relcvance and ~lIllplIclty, the 'C1cnllfïc: metllod 01 

inquiry and discovery would provc un~ll('cc~sful for Il would rely 011 elllpty Il(ltl(ln~ ot 

truth and factuality. Someth1l1g IS needcd for thc\e notlom to ha vc contC!lt. '>Illllcthmg 

substantive that goes hcyo:1d the purely formai COn\tralllt ... on (he trulli pre(l!catc 

provided by 'semantlc' or 'disquotatlOnal' account~ of trulh alll! fact. To he lI\elul, a 

notion of factuahty or truth must tell us what ~ort of condltlOn\ a thenry or dC\f • .'nptlon 

must fulfill in order to be fact-stat'ng. The fir:...t que~tJon thcn ollght to he OIlC of a 

choice of criteria, cnteria of ratIOnal acccptabllIly a\ Putnarn pllt~ Il, winch Will ground 

our notion of truth. ThIS IS what hc afCrm, when he wntc\: 

If the flotion of companng our sy~tem~ of hellcf wlth unconccptualllcd 
reality to see 1 f they match makcs no ~cn~c'. thcn the c lai 111 thdt ,C1cncc 
seeks to discover thc truth can rncan no Illorc than that \Clcncc ,cd.\ to 
construct a world plcturc WhlCh, In the IdeallllTIlt, ~all\lïc\ certain cntcna 
of rational acceptabillty. That sCIence scd'l to comtruct a world plcturc 
which is 'true' IS itself a true statcmenl, an almo~t empty and formai truc 
statement; ( ... ) (rUlh is n01 rlll' hOlfOf1l 1/fIl': truth It~elf gel ... lb Ilfc from 

2 This will he referred to as RTH for now on. 

:1 This is partly a consequence of the argumcnt agalmt the metaphY'I,==al matenali\t 
theory of reference. 1 shaH say more about this in the dl~CU\\lon of internai truth. 
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our criteria of ratIOnal acccptability. 

Once the cnteria of ratIOnal acceptabllity are taken mto consideration, a contentfuI 

dcfinitlOn of truth can be advanccd for we now know what to expect from a sentence 

that is truc: we expcct it to be part of our 'Jest descnption of the world, one which 

satlsfïes the rcquirements of rl!levance, coherence, simplicity, (etc.), in the ideallimit 

of mqulry. 

Now the question IS: where do our cnteria ~.Jme from? They cannot be facts since 

factuality presupposes them. Whcre else could they come from, then, but from our 

values? But if they are values, if under every fact lies a :alue, the Realist can no 

longer pretend that the ~clentlfïc method of mqlllry glves us a direct access to Reality 

from a non-human standpomt, bccause wc nccd the human standpoint to have the 

values. From an indepcndcnt vlcwpomt we could not dcscribe facts or talk about truth, 

wc would not have an emplflcal world bccausc wc would lack the values necessary to 

describe it. 

If we wcrc to try to dcscnhc or cxplam the cmpincal world from such a standpoint 

It would be III vam, bccau'ic wc cOllld not cxplam why it IS a 1!.()od explanation of the 

world. Thal is, wc would be unablc to cxplalll how It rncshcs with the rest of our 

bchcfs, why Il IS relevant to Judge Il to be slich (and relevant not only glven our other 

bchcfs but also to a partlclllar context), and more tmportantly, why Il i~ a useful 

explanatlon for bemgs wIth our constitution. From such a standpomt, we would nO! be 

able to analyse our expenenc('s in a way fhal ~\,()lIld make If pO'iSlhle fO di!lfmguish and 

('afl'~onze rhl' d{fJerent 0"') ('CI.\ or experience or eren !O inrerprel (lur experiences qua 

l'xpt'rlt'nces. given that wc would iack what IS nccessary to bring about thlS analysis 

and to d~ldc what count!! as a correct descnptlon of the emplrieal world. ThIS is 

bccausc we nced to flcsh out what sort of VITtllCS our statements must refleet In order 

to pass for such descriptions. Havmg an empincal world and acquiring knowledge of 

Il plCSUppose that we value certain thmgs but not others. These valuations are guides 

for the intcrprctatlve actlvlty that enablcs u!! to apprehend and to c1asslfy empirica1 

obJcets 50 as to make them mtelhglble to us. If we did not first know whaf we want 

ollr e:(pefienCes (0 do for w, If wc dld not have fïrst an idea of what our explanations 

arc supposcd to accomplJsh for liS, If wc dld not have first an idca of human 

flourishing which determtncs thcsc things (that IS, whlch determines what we should 

cxpeet from our thcories, whlch virtues they should reflect), then we would not have 

any useful and intelligible notIon of an cmpmcal world. 
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Hence, the Realist's contention that scientltic mattcrs have the privilcgc of bcing 

liable to explanation from a mind-independenr point of vicw is falsificd. The Rcahst 

must admit that scientific knowledge relies on our idca of cogmtivc tlouri~h\llg \Il 

general, on our idea of the good, just as much as PlOral knowledgc doc:;, be('all~c an 

idea of the good is tirst needed in order to be able to provldc contcntfllll'xplanatlons, 

and/or descriptions, in order to have notions of justlftabllity and tmth. 

The above discussion makes It c1ear why 1 bclieve that havlIlg accc"'li to 

unconceptualized reality would be of no use for bcings wlth our constltutlon, g\Vcn the 

hced paid to the role played by our mterpretatIve actlvltlCS 111 rcndering the emplTlcal 

world intelligible. Let me just add, then, that Putnam alrcady argues that the Idca of 

a direct relation between our represcntations and Rea!ity is Hlcohercnt hccall~e tlll'rc IS 

no way to explam how we would be able to single 'Jr.e relation of rcferellcc as thc 

one true relation. The outcome of this is that wc (1 )ught bad. 10 Kant's conviction 

that aIl we can rcally have access to are things-for- ... .,. fhe only notIon of refcrencc th:!t 

would make sense would have to deslgnatc a relatIOn that wOllld be mtl'mal tn our 

representations. Hence, the metaphyslcal matcrialt~t cannot n.~..,pnnd to u ... that w(~ arc 

only interested in the values of sCIence bccall~e they \cad to the dC"'lred match hdwcen 

things-in-themselves and our representations (thls would reqlllrc that wc alrcady arc 

able to grasp the thmgs-in-themselvcs). She must admit that our III te re..,lIII tho~c values 

is not guided by such a purpose. but rather that It comes from a conœptlon of human 

cognitive flourishing 

Now that we have seen that science IS not more pnvIlcged than othcr rnOlks of 

iflquiry where the acquisition of knowledge IS concerned, wc can )tart lilhng the 

science/ethics gup by emphaslzing that both sClcnce and ethlc'I rcly 011 vallJe~, !!tnCC 

appealing to the latter was taken to be what dlsttnglli~hed CtlllCIi l'rom ~clcnce. 

Similarly, we can no longer discredit a sentence sllch as 'Mnltèrc\ comedle~ arc 

c1ever' simply because it IS value-Iaden slncc sentences ~u('h a~: 'The cream ha') gone 

off because the l'Oom was too warm' also express our values, ln a ~cn)e, '>1f';CC thelr 

being correct descriptions depends on whether they retlect coherence, ~I mphclty, 

relevance, (etc.).4 We will need something more than Its bcmg value-ladcll to dll,Credlt 

a sentence. We can also show to antl-realht~ and other moral ~C.:ptIC,) that not all 

4 Indeed, so Putnam argues in chapter 9 of RTII, even the mûst basic catcgonc~ in 
terms of which adequate descriptions of the experienced world must be couchcd rctlcet our 
values, and, ultimately, our conceptIOn of human cognitive tlounshing. 
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values are mere expressions of feelings since, as Putnam remarks, holding that the 

values of science are mere expre.:.sions of feelings would be disastrous because it would 

mean that the whole of knowledge is subject~ve, since our notions of truth and 

factuality rely i>n those values -they cannot be more objective than the latter are. We 

must admit that the values of science, at least, are objective. 



i 

, 

13 

The 'Companion in Guilt Argument' 

There are serious repercussions, particularly for the arguments of anti-realists in 

ethics against the objecttvity of values, that accompany the rcalil~1tion that values 

underlie our notions of factuatity and truth. The main objection is tlcshed out ln its 

most popular form in Mackie's arguments from quecrness and relativity. It IS c1aimed 

that the differt''1ce between disagreements over values and scientitïc dlsagrccments 

reinforces the conviction that moral judgements are not groundcd in reason while 

scientific judgements are. (Mackie interprets scientific disagrccl11cnts as being duc to 

inferences from false evidence; moral disagreements are considered as the cxprcs'>Îons 

of different 'ways of life'.) He further contends that if valucs werc objectivc thcy 

would be 'queer entities' given their action-gl/lding nature. Against Macklc's VICW of 

scientific disagreement we can urge a very di ftèrent IIltcrpretation of such 

disagreements - and, ironicatly, science is what pushes us ln this direction - which IS 

due to our accepting as eqllally good, and equatly 'truc', competing thcorics lhat arc 

equatly successful in explaining the phenomena in a given domain, cvcn If thesc 

theories are incompatible with one another. Think, for examplc, of the fact that wc 

accept both the description of Iight as being constituted of electromagnctlc wavcs and 

the description of lt as a flux of energetic particles with no mass. Disagrccments now 

seem to con cern the decision to choose one th~ory as providmg a more r('/('val/l 

explanation rather than the others for a given problem. But, as we pointed out earlier, 

relevance is a value. We must then admit that scientific dl~.lgrecments are 

disagreements over values as weIl. This is one of the main implications of rcahzing that 

our epistemic notions rely on values such as coherence, rclevance, simpliclty, (etc.). 

Any divergences in what we take to be relevant, coherent, or simple will crcate 

disagreements as to which theory we shollld accept. The 'Col11panion in Guilt' 

argument is thus the following one, quoting Putnam on this (apologies for such a 

lengthy quotation but it is very mllch to the point): 

Part of my case is that coherence and simplicity and the likc arc 
themselves values. To suppose that "coherent" and "simple " are 
themselves just emotive words - words which express a "pro-attitude" 
toward a theory, but which do not ascribe any definite properties to the 
theory - would be to regard justification as an entlrely subjecti ve matter. 
On the other hand, to suppose that "coherent" and "simple" na me nl'Ulml 
properties - properties toward which people may have a "pro-attitude", but 
there is no objective rightness in doing so - runs into difficulties at once. 
Like the paradigm value-terms (such as "courageous", "kind", "honest", 
"good lt

), "coherent" and "simple" are used as terms of praise. Indccd, 
they are action-guiding terms: to describe a thcory as "coherent, !llmple, 
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explanatory" is, in the right setting, to say that acceptance of the theory 
is justified, and to say that acceptance of a statement is (completely) 
justified is to say that one ought to accept the statement or theory. if 
action-guiding predicates are "ontologically queer", as John Maclcie urged, 
they are nonetheless indispensable in epistemology. Moreover, every 
argument that has ever been offered for non-cognitivism in ethics applies 
immediately and without the slightest change to these epistemological 
predicates; there are disagreements between cultures ( ... ) over w'iat is or 
whal is nol coherent or simple ( ... ). These conlroversies are no more 
settleable than are controversies over the nature of justice. Our views on 
the nature of coherence and simplicity are historically conditioned, just as 
our views on the nature of justice or goodness are. There is no neutral 
conception of rationality to which one can appeal when the nature of 
rationality is itself what is at issue. 5 

14 

The first problem to which Putnam alludes here is one [hat would arise . f we refused 

to hold thal our epistemic values are objective. As was stressed eartier, this would have 

the unfortunate consequence of rendering knowledge itself subjective, since justification 

and truth would inevitably have to be such. Putnam also emphasizes the prescriptive 

character of our notions of justification and truth - a character which we must accept 

if we are convinced that values underlie our epistemic notions, because these values 

themselves are prescriptive and normative. If its satisfying the 'right' values is what 

makes a theory justifie.d, th en that it is justified can mean nothing else but that one 

ought to accept that theory in the same sense in which saying tltat an action is 

praiseworthy means that one ought to do that action, because 'coherent', 'simple' as 

weil as 'right' and 'good' and 'honest' are terms that prescribe a certain behaviour. 

Hence the conclUSIOn of the Companion in Guilt argument is that if ethical objectivity 

is ruled out on the grounds advanced by anti-realists in ethics, then objectivity in aIl 

areas of knowledge should be ruled out as weil, since epistemic values ale subject to 

the same problems as ethical values for they are as culturally determined. If Mackie's 

arguments are accepted, then we must be non-cognitivists and relativists about 

everything, science included; the metaphysicaI materialist picture of the world collapses 

altogether. To preserve it the Realist must admit the objectivity of values and sacrifice 

her sharp fact/value distinction. But there are good reasons for believing that this loo 

wou Id bring metaphysical materialism lo ils ruin. There seems lo be no way out for 

~ Putnam l22Q, p. 138. 
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this doctrine. 6 

60ne of these reasons is that if the fact/value distinction is thus sacrificcd, it will no 
longer he possible for the Rea1ist to hold that judgements are factua1 only if they can he 
made from a point of view independent from the internaI standpoint. The extcrnallin"'~nlal 
distinction will thus also disappear. However, the ground of metaphysical materialism lies in 
its conception of truth as correspondence to a mind-independent Ueality. If the 
external/internal distinction is dismissed, truth as transcendental correspondence will have to 
be rejected as weil. 
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On truth as idealized rational ac~eptability 

Given that it rejects the fact/value distinction, and given what this implies for 

epistemology, we can surrnise that the internaI realist conception of truth wiIl differ 

substantially from the one offered by rnetaphysical materialism. Firstly, as was stressed 

earlier, the notion of truth as conespondence to a mind-independent Reality will have 

to he abandoned because, among other things, (sorne of which have already been 

explained) it could not make sense of any of our values whether ethical or cognitive. 

This is because an idea of the good, of human cognitive flourishing, is needed in order 

to have those values. While it could he claimed (probably justly) that from a God's eye 

point of view ideas of human flourishing held by the different cultures can be observed, 

what c(Juld not he done from such a standpoint would be to take a stance towards 

which idea of the good should be endorsed. But this is indispensable to the acquisition 

of any knowledge whatsoever. This is what we tried to show earlier conceming the 

Realist counter-argurnent to the 'Companion in Guilt Argument'. It was argue.d that 

Realists could consider the values of science as instrumental tools that lead to the 

correct correspondence between our words a'1d objects in The World, without taking 

sides toward - say - a 'given set of values', that is without feeling compelled to endorse 

those values and submit to their prescriptivity. However, this would not be adequate 

because what is needed to acquire knowledge is that one has the sense that there is a 

conception of rationality she ought to endorse, that there are values that ought to be 

expressed by our theorics for thern to be acceptable. 7 If cognitive values were not 

considered as prescriptive in this strong sense, if they were considered as neutral 

properties, then no sense could be given to our singling out one theory rather than 

another as the acceptable one, or to our choosing a particular conception of rationality. 

The rcason why the Realist conception of truth must be rejected, theœfore, is that it 

presupposes that we are capable of separating the standpoint of our representations 

(what 1 calI the human standpoint, here) from the mind-independent standpoint (the 

God's eye point of view which supposedly would give access to The World). This is 

why singling out the one true relation of correspondence between our words and 

Reality was 50 important. However, we have shown that in order to acquire knowledge 

we need to endorse certain values, that this can only be achieved if we are already 

embedded in a particular culture or way of life from which we acquire an idea of 

'Sec RTH, p.136. 
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human flourishing, and that our values cannot be divorccd From our rcprcsentatlons and 

interpretations. Henee, sinee the notions of truth .md faetuality are thus reliant on 

cognitive values, they will have to be as tightly linked to our :-cpresentations. 

The important difference betwecn Rcalist and internaI rcalist conceptions of truth IS, 

then, that, for the internaI rcalist, not only ean truth only be dètcnnined from wlthin 

a given framework or theory, but abo, it could 1/01 be a pmpt'rty of a ~ ... orld C01lah'l'd 

as existing independemly of those frameworks. CorrelatiH:ly, the questIon "Of what 

objects does the world consist'?" could only be asked from within a theory. This thcsis 

-which Putnam terms 'conceptual relativity'- Will be dlseussed below. 

V:hat the intemalist hopes to describe, then, is the world as il prl'JI'mS lf.\'('(( to liS, 

and, correspondingly, the truth of a theory will consist in its fittlllg this internai world." 

That there no longer is a problem of referencc for the internaI reahst can be rcahud 

at once: there is no more need of singling out the true relation betwecn our words and 

the objects of knowledge, since the latter are dircctly acceSSIble. 

What the appeal to human flourishing and to our Idca of the good hint at, and thls 

bears witness to Kant's influence on Putnam, IS that there arc conditions that our 

anthropology sets on objects of knowledge: psychologlcal and epislellllc conditions 

which constitute the main motivation for an lIIfl'rna! conception of truth. The 

psychological conditions pertain to the hmits that our psychology and blOlogy sets on 

our cognitive capacity: an idea of human flourishmg IS indispensable for hem!,!.'i hke us, 

in order to have a conception of rationality, one of truth and one of factuality; h{~nce 

they are limits which constrain what are the ohjects of knowlcdgc. The eplstemic 

conditions for knowledge are conditions for the po~slbJllty of reference. The thlllg-in­

itself did not satisfy those conditions, as was dcmomtrated by Putnam. The case is 

different for the things-for-us (that is, the objects of which we take the world to conslst 

from within our frameworks; the only objects that 'matter' for the IIltcrnal rcalist) 

because they are the objects of our representations. ThiS latter daim (the one which 

identifies things-for-us with the objects of our rcpresentations) has to be quahficd, 

however, to avoid confusions wh.ch could lead to the misidentlfïcatlon of Putnam's 

position with an idealism à la Berkeley (all thcre IS are ideas in our mind~ etc.). This 

8 1 use here the expressions 'the world', and 'the mterna) world' as oppo~cd to 'The 
World' or 'The external World' interchangeably to Tefer to what Putnam takes to be the 
only notion of the world available to us: the world as It presents itself to us, the world of 
things-for-us. 



1 

18 

clarification is, 1 believe, the motivation behind Putnam's daim that: 

( ... ) the mind and th~ world jointly make up the mind and the world. 9 

What is emphasized by thls is that the world does not present itself to us pre-eut into 

objects, but rather that those objects or the divisions of reality, are defined by the 

different conccptual schemes. This is the part where the mind makes up the mind and 

the world. That the world makes up the mind and the world can be explicated by 

directing our attention to the following passage. 

Internalism does not deny that there are experiential inputs to knowledge; 
Knowledge is not a story wlth no constraints except internai coherence; but it 
does deny that there are any inputs which are not themselves to sorne extent 
shaped by our concepts, by the vocabulary we use to report and describe them, 
or any inputs which admit of only one description, inde pendent of ail conceptual 
choices. The very inputs upon which knowledge is based are conceptually 
contaminated; but contaminate(i inputs are better th an none. If contaminated 
inputs are ail we have, still ail we have has proved to be quite a bit. 10 

What is expressed here is the non-negligible role of experience in the assignment of 

'labels' to objects. Or, more precisely, what this tries to explicate is that, although our 

conceptual choices determine the division of the world into objects, once these choices 

are made, once we have 'decided' to adhere to a particular conceptual scheme, what 

will count as an object is not arbitrary, but has to coincide with the information 

acquired by experience. This is important because, on the one hand, if objects were 

solcly designated by the different theories, the only thing that would be needed for any 

theory to be a valid theory would be that it is coherent within itself, that is, that the 

labelling of objects does not contradict other theoretical beliefs. This, in turn, would 

push us towards idealism or towards facile relativism. If there is nothing else than 

coherence within a given theory to tie down our beliefs, then once the conditions for 

that theory to he consistent are satisfied, one could say that 'anything goes'. That is to 

say that any theory could claim whatever it pleased about the world providing that this 

claim is consistent with the rest of the theory. 

On the other hand, if counting as an object was a matter of coinciding with 'pure 

9 Preface of RT" p.xi 

\()RTH p.54 
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empirical data', data not modulated by our conceptual schemes, we would be faced 

with the problem of self-idcntifying objects, and thus be hurried toward the other SI de 

of the border. Hence the importance of the inter-depcndence of the world and our 

representations. By insisting that the labelling of objects is under the control of both 

theory and experience, by insisting that the mind and the world make up the mmd and 

the world, internaI realism prevcnts us from being dragged on eithcr side, and lcads 

'JS to a sort of neutral zone: the Narrow Path. ll 

What then is the role of expenential inputs in a doctrine whlCh advocatcs the 

unavoidable mind-dependency of notions of truth and factuality? 1 thmk Putnam wou Id 

respond by stressing that the only way for us to make sense of the world, the only way 

for us to succeed in analysing, understanding and integrating expcricntlal IIlplltS. the 

only way for us to consider 'the fact of the malter about the world' as a fact of the 

matter, is by filtering alI the external information throllgh our concept liaI schemes, 

because notions such as fact, obJectivlty, truth, etc., get their content from wlthm glven 

discourses or schemes. We can only make sense of the world wllhlll a thenry. We have 

to accept this with humility: we cannot escape our conditlon.l~ 

Internal re.alist truth and objectivity Will have to be reflcctlve of thb IU1I11I1Ity. ThiS 

is why Putnarn speaks of 'objectlvity and rationality 11IImanly S/Ji'l/AlI/g' and of 

objectivity 'for us'. The latter expressions allllde to the epistellll<.' and p\ychologlcal 

conditions on knowledge that were introduced carlier, and serve to relterate the point 

that creatures with our constitution are subject to certain conditlOm conccrnlllg the 

acquisition of knowledge. These conditions make It such that truth for u~ can only be 

internaI, and also, that objectivity for us could only be dctcrmmcd from wllhlll a glven 

discourse or frarnework. 

Now, if truth is not a correspondcnce with reprcsentation-mdepcndent reallly, If It IS 

in this sense internaI to our conceptual frarneworks, and if our conccptlon~ of truth and 

objectivity are thus dependent on our idea of human tloun~hing, then \aylllg that a 

USee Putnam 1983, "Why There Isn't a Ready-Made World", p.226. 

12See RTH p.54, also preceding citation, note 10. 
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sentence is true cannot rnean anything other than that it is justified for beings like us 

to believe it. Hence, the identi fication of truth with (idealized) rational acceptability. 

(Following Putnam's own usage, 1 will refer to such a notion of truth and to correlative 

notions of factuality and objectivity as 'epistemic' notior.s or concepts.) Moreover, 

Putnarn stresses both in RTII and in TMFR that truth cannot be equated with mere 

rational acceptability. The reason why this is so rnight best be explained by discussing 

first its treatment in RTII and the confusions to which it led, in order to shed a 

'stronger' Iight on the c1arifications offered by Putnam in "Why Reason Can't Be 

Naluralized"1'l and in his Realism Wilh a Hllman Face. 14 

In RT" Putnam writes: 

To rc;ecl the idea that th~re is a coherent 'cxternal' perspective, a theory which 
is simply true 'in itseIr, apart from all possible observers, is not to idemify truth 
with rational acceptability. Truth cannot sirnply be rational acceptability for one 
reason; truth is supposed to be a property of a staternent that cannot be lost 
whereas justification can be lost. The staternent 'The earth is flat' was, very 
likely. rationally acceptable 3,000 years ago; but it is not rationally acceptable 
today. Yet il would be wrong to say thal 'the earth i5 fiat' was true 3,000 years 
ago; for that would mean that the earth has changed its shape. In fact rational 
acceptability is both tensed and relative \0 a person. In addition rational 
acc~ptabi1ity is a matter of degree ( ... ) 
What this shows, in my opimon, is not that the extemalist view is right 
after all, but that truth is an idealization of rational acceptability. We 
speak as if there were such things as epistemically ideal conditions, and we 
cali a statement 'true' If it would be justified under such conditions. 1'; 

and gocs on to explain that the ideal conditions are to play in philosophy the same role 

playcd by frictionless planes in physics. 

There were several problems with this c1aim. Firstly, since what will count as 'ideal 

conditions' had not becn explicitly specified, it was not c1ear that Putnarn was not 

appealing to sorne notion of truth absolutely inaccessible for beings like us at any point 

IJ Sce Putnam 1983, p.229. 

14 1 will refer to these writings respectively as WRCBN and RWHF from now on. 

I~ Sec KTH p . .55, emphasis added. 
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of time. Secondly, given the vagueness of this notion of idealized rational acccptabtlity. 

it was difficult to understand what would justify us in saymg that 'the cartll is nat'. 

although rationally acceptable 3000 years ago, was nOf I"il' Iht'II, slOœ truth, as 

Putnam had presented it was supposcd to be context-sensitlve and theory-depcndent, 

etc. Thirdly, one was left wondering If, indecd, this was not a retllrn to the externalist 

picture, given Putnam's appeal to the earth's not having changed lts shapc to explam 

that this sentence 3000 years ago could not be truc. 

The Putnam of WRCBN and of RWIIF advanced the followlOg rC'lsons why It IS 

very important to avoid identifying truth with assertibility. Fmtly, dOlllg thts would 

suggest that it is possible to specify the truth-condltions of sentences m an exhaustIve 

way; that is, that it is possible to determine in a stiplllativc way what arc the 

assertibility conditions for ail the sentences of our language. As Putnam argues, this 

is impossible because it would require t'lat wc be capable of formalillng rattonaltty. 

But, this in tum, is impossible as well, becausc If rationality could be thw. \pcclfically 

defined, we could not make sense of our rallonally critlciling our ratIonal actlvilte~ 

themselves, a practice in which we partake everyday. In order for thls to he JX)\~tble 

we need to have a conœption of rationaltty prior (not ln time but logICally) to tht~ 

practice; we have to presuppose rationality to critically as~c~s our actlvI1IC\. ThiS tS 

what Putnam affirms by writÎng: 

(1) talk of what is 'nght' and 'wrong' in any arca only makcs ~en\e agall1\t 
the back~round of an inherited tradItion; but (2) traditIons them~c1vc.., can 
be criticized. ( ... ) 

What 1 am saying is that the 'standards' acccpted by a culture or a 
subculture, elther implicitly or explicltly, cannot dl1im' what rcalOll IS, 
even in context, because they presuppo.\(' rcason (reasonahlcnes'\) for thclr 
interpretation. ( ... ) Reason is. in this ~en~c. both Immanent (not to he 
found outside of concrete language game~ and II1stltutlon~) and tran\ccndCllt 
(a regulative idea that we use to crittclze the conduct of ail actlvlttC\ and 
institutions). 

( ... ) Philosophers who lose sight of the transccndcncc of rca~on bccolllc 
cultural (or historical) relativist~. 16 

The identification of truth with acceptabtlity would thus amollnt to '\urrendcnng to 

cultural relativism, and wOlild put in danger our Idcntity as crtllcal 111111/..('1 \. 

We are thus left with the ta~" of elucldating what Putnam means by 'idcaJ 

conditions', (and there won 't be much 'elucldating' to do becau\c his treatmcnt of thts 

16 WRCBN p.235, emphasis added. 
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subjcct in WRCBN and RWIIF is sufficiently clear). Firstly, in many passages the 

expression 'ideal conditions' is replaced by 'sufficiently good conditions' or 'better 

conditions' which emphasizes the fact that what Putnam alludes to by using it, is not 

somcthing which would forever he outside our reach. On the contrary; the idea1 

epistcmic conditions are defined thus: 

( ... ): If 1 say "there is a chair in my study", an ideal epistemic situation 
would be to be m my study with the lights on or with daylight streaming 
through the window, wÏih nothmg wrong with my eyesight, with an 
unconfused mind, wlthout having tdken drugs or been subjected to 
hypnosis, anri so forth, and to look and sec If there is a chair there. Or, 
to drop the notion of "ideal" altogether, since that is only a metaphor, 1 
think there are beller and wnrse epistemic situations with respect ln 
porcieu/ar Slalemenls. /7 

What this means is firstly, that ideal epistemic conditions are capturablc by creatures 

Iike us; the internaI reahst conception of truth docs not 'outrun the possibility of 

justification', it IS wlthin our reach. Secondly, bctter and worse conditions are 

dctermined within a givcn discour~e, context or framework. What turns out to be the 

idcal epistemic situation in science, for example, will be different from what will be 

idcal in morality. (One can already presage how this will be used as a defense of 

internaI moral realism.) Moreover, given the inter-dependence of the empirical world 

and our representations, what will turn out to be a better situation will not be a matter 

of opinion. And, 'betterness' or 'rightness', given the unformalizability of reason, will 

'go beyond justification'. This is because. once agam we have to be able to say what, 

in the ideal limit of inquiry, will be a better or worse conception nf raliona/ily itself; 

but thîs requîres that we recognize the transcendence of rationality. These are the two 

constraints which direct the answer to the question: 'what is the better situationT 

Thus Putnam 's answer to those who were having qualms with his treatment of the 

truth-status of 'the earth is flat' today and 3000 years ago is: 'the earth is flat' was 

rationally acceptable 3000 years ago, but nClt true, because we are, today, in a better 

epistemological situation in science th an we were then, that is to say that we are 

justified, today, 10 believing that the sentences 'the earth is not flat' and 'the earth is 

round' are true, (whether or not they were rationally acceptable 3000 years ago) 

because all the optimal conditions for these sentences to be acceptable obtain while 

none of their defeasibility conditions do. There should be no problem with our 

asserting this given the progress in science. Another way of explaining this is to stress 

t7 RWIIF p.viii 
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that 3000 years ago, clrcumstanccs were r,('{ 'cplstcmically Ideal'. III the ~1')Ccllicd 

sense, for asserting the sentence "the earth I~ nat" - not 'cplstcl11lcally Ille'll' glvcn 

their unders:anding of ,hat untence, that IS. To suggcst that we ~hould \lot say thmgs 

like this given the other precepts of internaI rcahsm, wou!d he Il.1 ncglcct the t~\({ that 

this doctrine recognizes that rationahty IS both lI11mancnt and tran~ccndent, a~ we saw 

above . 
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On Conceptual Relativity 

ln a prcviou5! section it was rncntioncd, while discussing Mackie's interpretation of 

5!cientlfic dlsagrccments, that It is pos5!ible to conslder two cornpeting theories as both 

correct descnptions (if the empuical world; it was suggested that scientific 

disagreements (at lca~t :'1 ~ome cases) ~hould be interpreted as disagrecments over 

whlcn thcory is the rnost relevant, glVcn a partlcular context. I8 That wc accept both the 

magnetic wave thcory of hght and the partlc1e theory of hght (to use the example 

prescnted earher), or. more generall y, that there can be two di fferent and incompatible 

thcories that are equally succcssfui at advancmg explanatlOns of a given phenomena, 

IS a corollary of conceptual relativity. Conceptual relativity IS the doctrine that, white 

admittmg that truth IS parOy conventional and partly factual, demes that there can be 

a strict distinction belwecn . factual truth' and 'truth by convention'. Putnam argues 

lhal, whlle thcsc two aspects of truth are found in everythmg we say that IS truc, one 

would commit a "fallacy of diVISion" If shc beheved thàt the factual part and the 

conventlOnal part of true statemcnts could be discrimmated. 19 Conceptual relativity can 

be otherwlsc descnbcd as a doctnne which subcTlbes to the scheme-relativity of 

answers to the questIOn 'How many objects are there?', that is, that streS'ies that 

answers to questIOns such as this one, or such as 'Of which objects does the world 

conslst?' can only be advanccd from wlthin given .:onceptual frameworks. The choice 

of a frarnework wlthm WhlCh one Will find answers to these questions, while depending 

lIpon the context wlthin wlllch the questIOns are asked, is a malter of convention, as 

Putnam stresses, bllt what these answers Will be IS a matter of fact. However, of we 

arnve at an answer such as 'there are three objects in the world', we cannot discern 

the factual from the conventlOnal part of that statement that make it true (as we suppose 

it to be, for the sake of example), because both the conceptual scheme that we chose 

and the world detcrmInc, mdiscermbly, what the answer to our original question will 
be.:'o 

Another corollary of conceptual rclativity is the promotIon of a sort of pluralism, 

plurahsm of schemes of description, where competing theories are not reducible to one 

another. This last feature is particularly important since it entails that diverse 

18 sec Ch.II, discussion of 'The Companion In Gui;c Argument'. 

100Sec Putnam 1990, p.x of the preface . 

.:'l'Sec Putnam 1987, pp. 32-7. 
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alternative descriptions of the world are possible, even if thcsc descriptions cannot be 

reconciled. 21 Furthermore, given that, as was stressed above, the choicc of the correct 

scheme through which the phenomena should be interpreted depcnds on the contcxt in 

which it occurs, or the context in wlllch the explanation is rcquired, it ~l'ems that in 

order to have a fu]]y complete grasp of the empirical world one has to acknow\cdgc thl' 

correctness of these competitive descriptIons, and acccpt them dcspltc thclr 

divergences. The Realist pretense that The One True Theory that bcst dcscnbcs Hw 

world can be singled out from ail the others IS thus dcmed by C'oncl'ptual relatIVIty 

(and, by the same token, by internai realism): advocates of thls doctnne must admit 

that the world has many facets. The reason why this is the case can be cxplIcalcd by 

elucidating the origin and importance of conceptual relativlty 111 a doctnne such as 

intentaI realism. 

As with internai truth, conceptual rclativity is groundcd in the cmlier IIlcntloncd pre­

conditions to knowledge. We have stressed that glven that: (i) the only IlltellIglble 

notion of right assertibility for beings like us is one whlch is tightly llIlkcd 10 an Idea 

of cognitive flourishing, and that (11) the posSlbility of refercncc IS dcpcndcnt on our 

having an internai conception of truth, interna! truth has 10 be contcxt-scnsltlve, 

because internaI truth, as epistemically constrained, is nccessanly Imkcd to practiccs 

of assessÎng the truth-status of propositions, and bccause decldlllg on thc truth-status 

of propositions can only be done from within a given contcxt. What thls entai Is is that, 

given different contexts, the answer to a particular question (for examplc 'of whlch 

objects does the world consist', or even more mundane questions such as the one 111 

Putnam's famous example about the pressure cooker concerning why it explode(f!) will 

vary; hence conceptual relativity. 

21Accepting that there are incompatible theories that are not rcduciblc lo one another, as 
Putnam argues is an important feature of conceptual rclativity (and thus, of internaI rcali~m), 
is, however, problematic. Indeed, what sense can we make of incompatible thcorics tl1at are 
not reducible to one another. If Tl and T2 are incompatible theories, thcn, for a glvcn 
sentence s, Tl affirms sand T2 denies it. But then, shouldn't Tl and 1'2 be 
intertranslatable? If so, how can they be intertranslatable and not rcducible to one another? 
Moreover, if Tl affirms that sand T2 denics that s, for some s, how can both thcorics be 
true? Unfortunately, 1 could not address these questions in this contcxt ~ince a defensc of 
internaI realism on the se matters would constitute a rather lengthy discussion of ItS own. 
However, 1 hope it will be part of further research on internaI realism. 1 am gratcful to 
Professor David Davies for pointing out this difticulty. 

22See Putnam 1987, p. 37. 
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ln the end, if we are faced with two competing theories, which both explain the facts 

equally convincingly, however distinctive and incompatible they may be, being 

pragmatic philosophers, we cannot dismiss one or the other on grounds of non­

reducibility. Pragmatic philosophers ought to take the world (or our worlds) as 

presented in our indispensable discourses as if is, without phiIosophical evaluation 

according to the standards of sorne preferred metaphysics. If the wave theory of Iight, 

and the particle theory prove themselves to be correct explanations of the empirical 

world, then we must accept the magnetic wave theory and the particle thoory, no 

malter how irreconcilable they may he. Refusing to do this would amount to the same 

thing as refusing to accept that there are chairs, tables, ice cubes, electrons, and, 

indeed, values. Part of the humility is that we take tht: world as it is, without trying 

to shape it by pre-established metaphysical assumptions. Putnam writes in TMFR: 

The heart of pragmatism, it seems to me, -of James's and Dewey's pragmatism, 
if not of Peirce's- was the insistence on the supremacy of the agent point of 
view. If we find that we must take a certain point of view, use a certain 
'conceptual system', when we are engaged in practical activity, in the widest 
sense of 'practical activity', then we must not simultaneously advance the claim 
that it is not really 'the way things are in themselves'.ZJ 

If conceptual relativity is not admitted by internaI realists, then the viability of the very 

'Narrow Path' which they try to establish wilI be jeopardized, since they would then 

be 'dragged' on the side of metaphysical materialism. This is why it is such a crucial 

part of this doctrine. 

By way of example for a discussion of conceptual relativlty Putnam presents us with 

two possil)le ways of numbering the objects in the world: à la Carnap and/or (that's 

the question!) à la Polish 10gician.24 Given a world of three individuals, a world à la 

Carnap would be one that would contain three objects: those three independent and 

unrelated individuals. A world à la Polish Ingician, however, would be one that would 

consist of each of these individuals in dàomon to objects constituted by the 

'mereological sum' of every two of these inuividuals and the object composed of all 

three, that is, a world of seven objects. 

The conclusion Putnam wants us to reach concerning this ex ample is that even 

existence and the notion of object are context-relative. This is a reiteration and a 

~Putnam 1987, p.70. This is what 1 will refer to as Putnam's 'pragmatic principle', 
following Professor David Davies's terminology. 

~ .. Sec TMFR p.32 and RWHF p.97 
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consequenc:e of the fact that an answer to the question 'Of which objects docs the world 

consist?' can only he given within a particular framework. But the rcal lesson that is 

to be drawn from treating this example in the context of a discussion of conccptual 

relativity is not simply that there are two interchangeable ways of counting objects in 

the world, but rath"r that we should resist trying to interpret one thcory in the language 

of the other by characterizing it as anclhcr way ('f saying the same thing only in fcwer 

words or in a more practical manner. What conccptual relativity tclls us about counting 

à la Carnap vs counting à la Polish logician is that they are both pcrfcctly good ways 

of finding out how many objects there are, but the objects they come up with are nm 
the same objects. The sentence 'there are three objects' uttered in Carnap's language 

should not be interpreted as saying the same thing as the sentcnce 'thcrc are seven 

objects' in the Polish logician language. What is meant by 'object' in Carnaoian is not 

at ail what is meant br 'object' in Polish l 'lgician. Those IWO no{IOn.\' of ohjt'cl arl' 
completely different and thus cannot be reduœd one to the othcr. This is becausc, as 

we said eartier, the descriptions that we ad vance are descriptions of the world 111 a 

context. Each discourse has its own standards and its own way of giving scnse to talk 

of what 'exists' or is an 'object', and the context dictates which discoursc it is 

appropriate to employ. Trying to reduce the definition of existence in a givcn discoursc 

to its definition in another discourse would be suggesting that there is one way that 

existence should be defined over and above the standards establi~hcd by cach 

framework. In the case of this example, it would be to suggest that thcre is a 

determinate number of objects in the world, but different ways of saying just how 

ma 'Y there are. But here we would be making the mistake of lïying to determine 

which of these is the 'right' way and thus, of asking 'How many objects are thcrc'!' 

from outside any framework. To this question, however, nothing can be answcrcd, 

because there is no fact of the matter concerning the number of objccts whcn conceivcd 

from outside any particular framework. 

Nevertheless, (once again) within a given framework, there will be a dcterminatc and 

non-arbitrary answer to that question. Each conceptual scheme provldes a 'right' way 

of counting in the light of its standards and of the rest of the empirical bcliefs 

associated with it. But the choice of a theory of numbcring is not a choice concerning 

the best or more useful way of tallying object .. but a choice of a way of l{)()kill~ (JI thl' 

world which is independent from other ,,Jays of looking al lhe world. Il is a choice 

conceming the facet of the world which will best serve our purposes, given the contcxt 

at hand. 
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Rationality 

In many places in this chapter 1 have had, for reasons of c1arity, to anticipate the 

discussion that 1 am about to undertake concerning the role attributed to a conception 

of rationality in internai realism. This sa'ion will thus be partly a further development 

of this subject, but its principal aim will be to present a synopsis of the general 

proposai of internai realism. This synopsis is of utmost importance however, since it 

will then be argued that it is internaI realism in its entirety that would provide a more 

adequate framework within which to find a solution to the problem of moral realism. 

An acceptance of a conception of internai truth as divorced from the rest of Putnam's 

project would not suffice. 

What 1 hint at when 1 talk of the particular conception of human rationality associated 

with internaI rea!ism is, of course, the one modelled in accordance with our human 

condition, our condition as rational beings as depicted by the pre-conditions to 

knowledge already exposed: the one offered by contemporarj human science. The 

starting point of this whole 'doctrine'2,5 is a recognition of the interdependence of 'truth' 

and 'factuality' 1 a 'conception of rationality' and a conception of human cognitive 

tlourishing (or a conception of the 'good'). 1 a1ready showed how this is responsible 

for the rejection of the fact/value distinction by pointing to the importance of the role 

played by an idea of human flourishing in the acquisition of knowledge, how then this 

entails that truth should be internai, and, correlatively, how it is linked to the 

acceptance of conceptual relativity. The concept of rationality with which contemporary 

human science operates thus influences the determination of the epistemic concepts of 

truth and factuality. Although internaI realism, as it stands in the literature with which 

we are working here, is based on a particular conception of rationality, Putnam's 

arguments should not be interpreted as relying on the importance of grounding our 

conceptions of the epbtemic concepts on this particular concept of rationality, but 

rather as stressing tr.e importance of the role of any conception of rationality in 

determining the answers to crucial questions su ch as 'what is it rationaIly acœptable 

to believe?', 'what is truth?', etc .. What Putnam is claiming, then, is that a conception 

of rationality is necessary for the elaboration of the epistemic concepts of truth, 

2.5 1 write 'doctrine' here to indicate that 1 am using this word in a very light sense here. 
Putnam himself insists on considering his internaI realism to be nothing more than a 
proposai or project. 
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factuality, objectivity, etc., since the latter would not be practical concepts ,ft" lLf if 

they were elaborated on grounds alicn to the cognitive values derived l'rom an idca of 
human flourishing. 

Hence internaI realism considers having a conception of human ratlonality nccessarily 

prior to any :l~tempt to elaborate such concepts. Putnam iIIustrates the importance of 

rationality by stresliing: 

If 'rationality' is an ability ( ... ) which enables the possessor to dcternllne 
what questions are relevant questions to ask and what amwt'r.\' il is 
warranted to accept, then its value is on its sleevc. But tt needs no 
argument that such a conception of ratior.ality is as value loadcd as the 
notion of relevance it~lf.26 

What Putnam alludes to in this passage is that, not only is it the case that we dcrive 

c.ertain of our values from a concept of rationality (:what is relevant for us will depcnd 

on the conception of rationality we endorsc), but also that wc dcrive our conception of 

rationality from our values. This is because, as with any other notion, rationality only 

makes sense from within a particular context, and also has to respond to what we wanl 

such a conception to do for us. Hence we are brought back to the importance of having 

an idea of cognitive flourishing in our attempts to acquire knowledge of the world. 

This idea is indispensable in order to have a conception of ratlOnality, which itself is 

indispensable for the determination of our values; and, as we have seen, our values are 

necessarily implicated in Jur grasp of 'the facts', including those tacts about oursclves 

that we draw upon in rational reflection upon our conception of human flourishing. 

As Putnam points out, this indicates that internaI realism posits no foundation against 

which our idea of the good and our conception of rationality could be checkcd and 

revised, and hence, no foundation for knowledge. However, this is not a problem for 

internal realism, for this will not entail that our conceptions of r~tionality and our idca 

of the good cannot be revised -this 1 presume, is what is most Iikely to bothcr 

opponents of this doctrine- given the immanent-transcendent nature of rationality. As 

26RTH, p.202 
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Putnam rightly points out, despite the fact that 'rationality' is an intra-contextual 

concept, it is aJso transcendent in the sense that it serves as a reguJative idea amongst 

thc diffcrent frameworks. In other words, both our idea of cognitive flourishing and 

our conception of rationa1ity, both dependent on a specific conceptuaJ framework (the 

one of human science, presumabJy) can be revised in light of the information available 

from other frameworks concerning what are the facts. For examp]e, our conception 

of human rationality can be revised, if necessary, to 'live up' to changes in what we 

take facts about the physical world to be, and similarly our idea of the good can be 

revised in light of changes in the moral facts. Of course, what these facts are still 

depends on the values that our conception of rationality dictates, but this conception 

never ceases to he constantly revised as our knowledge of the facts evolves. 
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Now that the concept of rationality inherent to internaI realism has been Ileshcd out, 

it is important to discuss the sort of implications that asslJ"ling a conception of 

rationality entails for a conception of truth. A conception of human rationality has a 

bearing on the sorts of questions we can ask ourselves about lruth, and, more 

precisely, it has an influence on the level at which it is legltlmate for bcings like us 

to ask ourselves questions about truth. 1 would like to argue here that, glvcn our 

constitution (or our anthropology if you prefet), given the pre-condItions to knowledge, 

any interesting and usefu1 conception of truth would have to be eplstemic bccallse any 

notion of truth that would be detached from an acknowledgment of the boundaries and 

limitations of our capacity to acquire knowledge would be pragmatlcall y lInllltcrcsting 

and, m()re importantly unattainable and incomprehensible. 

It was stressed before that without values the notion of an empmcal world would 

make no sense for beings like us. Similarly, It would be difficult to denve from a 

conception of truttJ which wa~ detached from our capacity to grasp the truth, a truth 

predicate which would have practical content, that is, a truth predlcate whose role 

wou Id be to indicate what is rationally acceptable for beings like us to bellcve. 

The point of having a non-epistemic conception of truth, 1 take it, was, according to 

Realists, that it would ensure that objectivity be preserved, and relativism and Idcalism 

avoided. The trouble is that we would not know what to do with such a conception of 

truth, we would not be able to use it in order to discern what is the case from what is 

not. This is because, as 1 said before, the truth predicate, under such a conception, 

would not have any useful role for us, for what concerns the determinatlOn of what we 

are warranted to believe. Hence, the Realist mctaphysician might be satisfied -pcrhaps 

wrongly- with such a state of things, since objcctivity, at lcast thcoretlcally, would be 

preserved. However, in everyday life, we would still be faccd with the problem of 

disceming which of our btliefs are warranted, at the risk of abandoning the fight 
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altogether, which would probably lcad us into sorne sort of relativism as weil. Hence, 

the problem which the Rcalist was hoping to resolve with a non-epistemic conception 

of truth, will rcappear in our everyday practices. We could hold on to such a 

conception so as not to give up on the grand project of describing The World as it is 

independently of our representations (or perhaps as it is according to God) but this sort 

of truth would not he liable to being grasped by beings like us. It seems much more 

worthwhilc and constructive to reflect on conceptions of truth that are in our reach, 

epistemic conceptions of truth. 

1 reaJize that it might be objected that if the internai realist maintains that truth must 

be epistemic, she must also admit that, even if it is granted that internaI rcalism is not 

a facile relativism, it still holds on to conceptions of truth, rationality and knowledge 

that are at lcast relative to human beings. Hence she must agree that perhaps truth, 

knowledge and the world might turn out to be totally different for other sorts of beings. 

However an internaI realist would not and shnuld not be bothered by this. While 

conceptions of rationality, knowledge and truth are indeed conceptions for us, and are 

dependent upon a conception of rationality, whether what we take the empirical world 

to be is what the World 'Really' is is not a question that we should ask ourselves at 

ail. For the internaI re.alist, there is no gap betwccn what it is rationally acceptable to 

believe about the world (according to our best theory about this, that is the one that we 

would endorse under ideal conditions27
) and what the world is rcally like. This is 

because questions concerning the 'rcality of things' only make sense if asked from 

within conceptual frameworks which function with standards of rational acceptability 

dcpendent on a conception of rationality. This is why the answer to the question 'Is the 

world rea11y the way we would describe it in our best conceptual frameworks?' is a 

27ft is understood here that the internai rcalist docs not identify 'what the world is really 
likc' with our current 'best theory'. 
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trivial 'yes'; and the question 'Is the Wor/d Real/y like the way wc describc ItT ducs 

not make sense at an for the internaI rcahst. bccause shc cannot conceivc of cxtra­

contextual factsZ8
, since the notion of 'facts' on:y acquîres content from wlthin a glvcn 

context. Hence, there are no 'hidden facts'. 

Whether we are uncomfortable with the situation descnbed by the internaI rcalist's 

opponent depends on whether we are still under the spell of metaphysical matcrialism. 

It also depends on how far our pretensions will outweigh our humiltty. Efforts to stnve 

for a non-epistemic conception of truth reveal both that wc over-cslimatc and Ululer­

estimate human nature. It shows both that we deem ourselves capable of more than wc 

can achieve (as the Realist does by believing that wc can grasp cxtra-contcxtllal facts), 

and that we fail to have the wisdom to rcalize that sometimes doing our besl ,"volves 

recognizing our limits. Part of recognizing our limits involves rcalizing that our 

epistemic concepts must depend on a conception of rationality. John McDowcll once 

very cleverly wrote, in a different context, something which looks very mllch likc the 

sort of calI for humility that internaI realism proclaims: 

We should accept that sometimes therc may be nothing better to do than 
explicitly 10 appeal to a hoped-for communtty of human responsc.( ... ) 
( ... )[W]e would be protected against the vertigo if we would stop 
supposing that the relation to reality of sorne area of our thoughl and 
language needs to be contemplated from a stand point indepcndent of that 
anchoring in our human life that makes the thoughts what they are for us. 7

<) 

An internaI realist must consider truth as epistemic. Taking this as a first slcp away 

from metaphysical materiaIism is on a par with the rejection of the t'act/value 

28It does not allow for questions that are askcd from a standpoint dctachcd of any 
contcxt whatsoever. 

29]ohn McDowell, 'Non-Cognitivism and ~ule-Following' 
in Wittgenstein: To Follow a Rule, HoILr;nr. and Leieh, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
London, Boston and Henley. 



1 
34 

distinction in influencing the development of the other cmcial concepts of this doctrine 

as what they are. These steps both originate from the realilation that answers to 

mctaphysical questions presuppose non-metaphysical assumptions or else rely on 

empirical premisses concemmg the boundaries of human rationality. That the conditions 

for knowledge are not rnetaphysically grounded can he further explained by pointing 

to the effeet that it is common-sensical to admit the importance of the role of an idea 

of human cognitive flourishing in the acquisitIon of knowledge. Il suffices to look at 

ordinary ways of talking about our reflections, and of interpreting (and/or analysing) 

our own and others' reflections qua reflections to realize the emphasis put on the 

cognitive values in critical activity. The tendency to eliminate the irnport of values on 

our modes of reflection while describing them and to 'purify' our discourses of values, 

is a by-product of the scientific revolution. Such importance has becn put on the 

scientific method that it has become nearly mandatory to 'scientificise')() our ways of 

talking about everything that is to be taken seriously. This is why expressions su ch as 

'well, anyway, this if a value-Iaden judgement, of course!' to dismiss certain positions 

as worthy of consideration in theoretical discussions, has become fashionable. 

This 'scientificising' activity originates from our having given supremacy to science 

over every other means of understanding, explaining and discovering things. It is not 

necessarily a 'natural' thing for beings like us to do. It is very common, even in 

science, for people to be reminded of the importance of paying heed to the usefulness, 

helpfulness to the advancement of knowledge, relevance, etc. of a new theory. These 

are, in fact, sorne of the key features that are examined when the scientific community 

)() The verb 'to scientificise' will be used as a short way of refering to the tendency to 
climinate the import of values on our modes of reflection and to 'purify' our cognitive 
discourses from any evaluative references discussed above. 1 will be obliged to the reader if 
she\he excused me for taking the liberty of bending the correct usage of english language by 
introducing this new word. Il reveals itself very useful in the context, since recurrent 
rcfcrences to this tendency are necessary to ensure the c1arity of the present exposé. 
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attempts to decide whether or not to accept a ncwly devclopcd theory~ and thls bcars 

witness to the value-Iadenness of science itsclf. 

What is to be gained by discussing and rctlecting llpon conccplulll rclallvily is 

perhaps that we ought to bring science back to Il more humble Icvcl. Pcrhap) wc oughl 

to demote science from the God-like position in which our wondcrment al what il can 

indeed achieve has encouraged us to place It. The scicntific mcthod has Ils value, 

needless to say, but scientific reasoning is nol Ihe only mode of rcasollmg avallahle to 

us. That it is successflll in certain fields, as it has proven to bc, IS eVldencc lhal we 

should continue promoting the utilisation of the scientific melhod in Iho~e fields. But 

if it fails to he successful in other fields, or If it pushes us lowards unforlunalc 

conclusions à propos their cognitive slatus, th en perhaps we should hc more prudcnt 

in light of those results, and stand back from thcm to sec whethcr il IS not posslhlc that 

we have other ways of reasoning available to us lhat would be specifie to the practiccs 

involved in these different fields. 

When 1 say that 'scientificising' is not necessarily a 'nalural' thing to do, 1 also mcan 

to direct your attention to the fact that when science wasn't as l'ully dcvclopcd, our 

knowledge of the physical world was certamly a lot lells accuratc, but we nevcrthclcss 

often succeeded in discerning what IS doser to the truth from what is furthcr, and ln 

acquiring knowledge in those areas which lost their cognitive status with the advcnt of 

the glory of science, despite the fact that not ail our discourses wcre impregnatcd with 

this scientific way of speaking about things. Spcakmg about thmgs in a sClcntific way 

is artificial for human beings howevcr practical il may be when dlscll~~ing mallcrs 

which depend on the scientific method, as much as spcaking about thtngs in the 

business jargon, or in the philosophical jargon for lhat matter, is artificial. But if we 

were capable of so distinguishing ncar truths from complete falsitics Il cannot he 

exclusively in virtue of the scientific method, since the latter was only very partially 
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fleshed out then. ft must thus have been in virtue of something else, in virtue of sorne 

other way of reasoning about things, which is perfectly plausible given the immanent­

transcendent nature of rationality. This suggests that the boundaries of human 

rationality do not end and could not have ended where the boundaries of science end. 

Il has already becn mentioned that given that we were able to make certain kinds of 

correct judgements prior to the development of science, it cannot exhaust rationality. 

The discussion of conceptual relativity can also contribute to reinforcing this point. 

One of the implications of conceptual relativity, as was previously stressed, is that, 

since truth is context-sensitive, given particular contexts, frameworks or discourses, 

what will be ideally acceptable will depend specifically on what better or worse 

situations will amount to in each distinct discourse. To this is added the fact that given 

the context-relativity of the notion of truth as idealized rational acceptability, notions 

of object and existence will only have determinate content within a given discourse. 

Similarly, we can expect that the traditional notion of objectivity will lose its place as 

the ultimate indicator of the representation-independent nature of judgements, and that 

if il is preserved, it will have to be redefined in accordance with the notion of internaI 

truth, to indicate sorne sort of authority of judgements that would be made from within 

a representation. How this can be done and what this objectivity might amount to will 

be examined in greater detail in the folIowing chapter, in a discussion of a proposai of 

how it could be fleshed out for the particular case of the moral discourse. For the time 

being, however, the interesting thing is that, given conceptual relativity, there will not 

only be a pluraIity of frameworks, (that there already is a piurality of discourses is a 

trivial fact that even metaphysical materialists wou Id admit), but also, a plurality of 

standards for the objectivity of judgements, a plurality of ways of discovering truth 

and, more generally, a plurality of modes of reasoning. 

That it would be wrong to insist that these modes of reasoning coincide with the 
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scientific mode of reasoning is easily understandable. Firstly, one of the reasons why 

the scientific method and the scientific way of reasoning have had such a big appcal 

and have been seen as the only secure method of achicving truly objective knowlcdge 

is that they were believed to be depnved of any evaluativc cOl1lponcnts. But. thls 

having now been refuted by Putnam 's Companion in GlIIlt Argument. the ~cIl'ntlfic 

discourse loses its unique character. Il Îs œrtainly not more intlucnccd by valllc~ than 

any other discourse, but it still depends on values for It~ vlablllty as a 'good' 

conceptual framework for beings like us (that IS, one that dcpcnds on the nght values). 

That scientitic discourse is fact-statmg ean no longer be u~ed to dl'fcnd It~ suprcmacy 

over other discourses, since, If It does indccd statc facts, It 1<.; only tn vlrtllc of ItS 

method's reflecting a certain numbcr of valuc\). 

The rejection of the fact/value distinction, moreovcr. can also be sccn al, a conditIon 

for the success of any theory of knowlcdge, slnee devcloplng accc'i'ilblc n)llccptlons of 

truth and cognition is incumbent on realizing the importance of an Idca of human 

flourishing. This gives ail the more reason for asserling that Il i\ impcrtant evcn for 

the success of the scientitic mode of reasoning that we cease to VICW Il a'i a dl\coursc 

detached from the influence of our evaluations. If we pl rSlstcd III thls direction wc 

would be demeaning the fact that it is a succcssful way j,Ir us to arrive at a certam 

number of discoveries, smce the latter can only he meanmgful If the rncthod hy whlch 

they are arrived at fulfills our cognitive needs. 

The tirst reason (and probably also the most Important for rnctaphy~ical rcali~l~) for 

wanting the scientific mode of rCcl.soning to be the mode of reasoning par (JxCl'lIence, 

to be used in all fields where it is hoped to achleve d certain levcl of obJcctivlty, is 

thus eliminated. Being SC~ !"'ree of this wClghty metaphysical burden, we arc now bcttcr 

equipped to reflect on the sort of influence it should have (if it should have any at ail) 

on the other modes of reasoning, and the place 1t should have among them. Bul beforc 
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broaching this topic, let's say a few words on the motivations for beJieving that human 

rationality provldes us with more modes of reasoning than solely the scientific one. 

If, mdeed, each contcxt determines what idealized acceptability is, if, indeed, each 

discourse defincs its own cognitive notions, and if, indeed, this is due to the fact that 

the only way to make the world intelligible to liS is by attempting to grasp it from our 

representational point of view, within particular contexts, th en it trivially follows that 

the explicit expression of human rationality can only occur within particular contexts. 

As for as the immanent nature of rationality is concerned, it is also context-sensitive 

in the sense that it depends on the specifie frameworks to be assessed in such a way 

as to enable the determmation of standards of rational acceptability to whieh the critical 

concepts of truth, objectivity, etc., will respond. Hence, no concept of rationality is 

available from outside clny framework. 

That the contexts cannot be redueed to the scientific context is also easily understood, 

but requires that we assume aIl that has been said about internal realism concerning the 

pre-conditions for knowledge, the conception of truth as idealized aeeeptability, 

conceptual relativity, etc .. The scientific mode of reasoning can be taken to be one of 

the immanent ways by which rationality expresses itself. To be a mode of reasoning 

to which ail other modes can be reduced, it would require that it has at its disposaI a 

concept of rationality that is not only immanent-transcendent in the sense c1arified 

earlier, but that is founded outside the framework of science or any framework. The 

reason why this is the case is that it would have to allow for differences in the way the 

critical concepts are fleshed out, since aceording to internaI realism, each context 

defines these critical concepts according to its own standards, and this could only be 

done if il was 'extracted' from ail contexts itself. 

So far, so good; it could be argued, indeed, !hat the scientific mode of reasoning bas 

the property of being both immanent and transcendent, and thus tbat il operates witb 
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the only regulative concept of ration.llity, hence, that it is co-extensive with rationality. 

However, it is my conviction that what woul~ hp mcant by science as defincd as having 

an immanent-transcendent nature would be very differcnt from what thos~ who 

advertise the supremacy of science mean by It, and that il \'Jould in no way satisfy the 

motivations behind this sort of promotion of science. 

The motivations are the following: 1) as previously mcntlOned, to make the stlldy of 

the subject matter of fields that are not purely scientific as value frce as posslhi,~; 2) 

to replicate in other fields the success of the scientific method in the pure sCIences in 

terms of the possibiIity of discovery and predictability, etc, thus entalltng the nccessary 

application of the scientific conceptIon of truth to these other fields. 

The tirst of the se motivations has already bcen dealt with and proved vain. It is the 

second that is of primary interest hcre. Tü he acceptable as bcing of an lJ11manent­

transcendent nature, the scientific mode of reasoning would have to leave open the 

possibility of divergences from the usual conception of truth (and perhaps of drasttc 

divergences), in order for the latter to be able to respond to the standards of cach 

different context. But that would not be compatible with imposing the ~clcntific 

conception of truth on ail discourses, and with promotmg the scientilic method. In fact, 

the scientific method would not be promoted at ail, apart lrom its re-a~scrtlon as a 

good method for the study of the 'pure,)1 sCiences. And, science wOlild then just be 

used as an interchangeable way of using the word 'rationality' and would have very 

little to do with what we take science to be now. 

31 'Pure' sciences is used here in an unorthodox way to distinguish the fields lhat arc 
rightfully studied using the scientitic method from those which some philosophers are now 
trying to make conform to scientitic fields such as the domain of ethics and the domain of 
intentionality (which is, agreeably, not as obviously a bad candidate for science as ethics, 
the actual debate about it being a witness of this). This use of 'pure' is not mcant 10 
distinguish what are usually called the pure sciences from the applietf ~ciellccs, il includcs 
domains such as pro" sics and chemistry, as well as blology and bio-tcchnology, for instance. 
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For one thing, as a conception of science, it would be much broader than the one we 

are used to. It would have to be pluralistic in its explicit expression as a mode of 

rcasoning. Hence, the scientific method itself would not gain in popularity, unless it 

can be shown that it is applicable to all contexts. But that this could be achieved is 

very implausible because it would tirst have to be shown that it can accomplish the 

things that we want to achieve in each of these contexts; it would have to express the 

virtues that we want to realize in th~se contexts. The non-cognitivists' arguments in 

meta-ethics show how studying morality from the point of view of science fails, (think 

particularly of Mzckie's Argument from Queemess). 

The problem is that from the scientific point of view one misses the point of morality 

by nol grasping the sorts of virtues we expect ethical discourse to have. The only 

viable way out of the problem of moral objectivity is to admit that ethi.:s has its own 

standards, and cannot be reduced to science. 1 believe this to be the same for other 

discourses (for instance, it is the case for the intentional discourse) that are so different 

from the scientitic discourse in the way they are ordinarily used that il is not surprising 

that they could only be transformed if they had to conform to the latter. 

But, for reasons that must be obvious by now, it is my conviction that a theory of 

knowledge (as weil as a 'method,)2 of knowledge acquisition) must be subservient to 

common sense, and hence that if it jeopardizes the integrity of ordinary discourses and 

thereby violates our ordinary common sense judgements of what it is reasonable to 

assert, than it is not a good theory of knowledge for these discourses.33 

3~ Mcthod here is put between scare quotes because it is not obvious that the modes of 
knowlcdge acquisition can always be explicitly described. 

31 1) Calling the scientific method a theory of knowledge is pushing the point. of cr,·'lrse. 
But if science Wf.,re co-extensive with rationahty, in the way that promoters of ~Clence nope 
it to be, a theory of knowledge would indeed have to account for the ever bimting nature of 
lhis melhod. 
2) 1 am not making, here, any claims as to the possibility of there being things that might 
not be gras;lable in ordinary 'common sensical' ways but which nonetheless might be objects 
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Sorne may find that basing this argument on an assumption that internai realism ïs 

right makes it question begging. T thus want to provide reasons why 1 do not believe 

it to be 50 question begging. Internai realism is bascd on a conception of humanity 

which has more to do with the empi ri cal facts about humanity than with any 

metaphysical aim. The real assumption on which this argument IS thus bascd IS the one 

that the reader recognizes the plausibility and perhaps, if l'm lucky, the accuracy of the 

picture of human rationality offered by internai realism. 

Hence if rationality were co-extensive with science, the concept of science would 

have to undergo a complete revolution to make it fit the demands of the plurality of 

human discourses. But then, this enterprise (the one of showing that rationality is co­

extensive with science) would simply look like a switch of terms. Il IS preferable, 

surely, to reserve the term 'science' for the particular mode of reasoning with which 

it is usually associated. 

By way of conclusion, let me re-affirm that if rationality is thus not co-extensive with 

science, it leaves open the possibility that rationality expresses Îtself in differen~ ways, 

in domains of ordinary Iife that differ from the usual scientlfic domains. In light of 

this, we will sec in the next chapter what response an internai rcalist could direct 

against the arguments of Mackie and Harman. 

of knowledge. 1 am only saying that when common sense does not lead to obvious mistakes, 
and when ordinary ways of reasoning lead to satisfyingly good results in terms of the 
applicability and practicality of judgements thus acquired, then tl1ey should not be exc1uded 
from the group of legitimate ways of acquiring knowledge, even for the sake of science, 
especially if applying the scientific method to these domains means leaving out some crucial 
parts of their inherent practices, as 1 argued would occur in ethics. 
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Ch.11 InternaI Realism and The Moral Realism \Anti-Realism 

Debate 

Non-Cognitivism in Ethics: Gilbert Hannan's Moral Relativism 

As with Mackie's positïon in meta-ethics, Harman's non-cognitivism arises out of 

the realization of an apparent disparity between the way science functions and the way 

ethics functions, and focusses on the possibility of objectivity and factuality in ethics.34 

However, Harman off ers an interestingly different line of argument, which, when 

conjoined with Mackie's conclusions, serves to c1arify the doctrine of non-cognitivism. 

The appeaJ of Harman's position is that it is grounded on a more sophisticated 

conception of science -for exampJe, he acknowledges the theory-dependence of 

scientific observations- and thus is Jess liable to easy dismissal, and constitutes a more 

challenging counter to contemporary mor'-.. -realist positions. Nevertheless, as we will 

see, on what 1 take to be the most plausible reading \Jf his argument, it is just as much 

influenced by metaphysical materialist assumptions as Mackie's, and can be subjected 

to criticisms similar to the ones directed against him. It can thus be conceived of as a 

sophistication of the non-cognitivist position, one which corresponds much more to the 

sort of questions raised by modern philosophy; nonetheless, as will be argued, it does 

not provide more convincing grounds for believing that non-cognitivism threatens the 

possibility of moral cognition. 

:l4Mackie's non-cognitivism was characterized in the introduction. 
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lIypothetical deliberation in ethics 

Harman's tirst worry concerns the role of observation in attempts to conlirm moral 

principles. He invites us to undertake a thought experiment which consists in reflccting 

upon the following two situations: (Quoting Harman) 

A) Vou are a doctor in a hospital's emergency room when six accident viclims 
a~e brought in. An six are in danger of dying but one is much worsc off 
than the others. Vou can just barely save that person if you devote ail of 
your resources to him and let the others die. Alternatively, you can save 
the other five if you are willing to ignore the most seriously injured 
person.3~ 

B) Vou have tive patients in the hospital who are dyin~, each in need of a 
separate organ. One needs a kidney, another a lung, a third a heart, and 
so forth. Vou can save all tive if !'ou take a single healthy person and 
remove his heart, lungs, kidneys, and so forth, to distribute to these live 
patients. Just such a healthy person is in room 306. ( ... ) If you do nothing, 
he will survive without incident; the other patients will die, however. The 
other tive patients can be saved only if the person 10 room .i06 is eut up 
and his organs distributed. In that case, there would he one dead but live 
sa:.ed.36 

Accord:.lg to Harman these situations are subject to the followmg pnnciplc: (rcferred 

to hereafter as principle P or as P) 

'If you are given a choicc between five people alive and one dcad or five people dcad 
and one alive, you should always chose to have tive people alive and one dead rather 
than the other way round. ,37 

He also paints an imaginary scenario in which you experience catching hooligans 

deliberately setting a cat on fire, which is supposed to work as a pump for our gut 

intuitions about morality, by means of which he will attempt to convlncc us of the 

plausibility of his position. 

Conceming the thought experiment, Harman indicates that the principlc would advisc 

us, in the tirst case, to sacrifice one person for the sake of the others; which scems 

3~Gi1bert Harman, 1977, p.3. 

36 idem p.6 

37 idem p.3 
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right, while, in the second case, it would encourage us to do something which, \)n the 

face of it, appears to be wrong: taking the Iife of the healthy bystander to save the 

patients in need of organs. This lead~ Harman to conclude that the principle has been 

simultaneously confirmed and disproved. 

Thcse ex amples are particularly interesting since rather than simply being thought 

experiments, they also portray moral situations which are not at ail implausible. They 

are, moreover (at least in the case of the first two), complex moral situations which do 

not admit of obvious and clear eût answers, but which demand immediate resolution. 

However, Harman deems it neccssary to specify that reflecting on such examples is not 

to be mistaken for comparing an hypothesis with the world, that we are merely 

comparing the principle with 'our feeling about certain imagined examples', that this, 

if similar to comparisons of scientific hypotheses with one's 'sense' of what occurs in 

particular situations, is not as c1early similar to comparing hypotheses with the world. 

He then continues by asking whether moral principles can be tcsted in the same way 

that wc can test scientific principles, that is, 'in real experiments, out in the world'; 

whether we can perceive rightness or wrongness; whether we arrive at a conclusion 

that a person is wrong when judging so, or whether we simply see that she is wrong, 

in virtue of sorne moral 'sense' resulting from our upbringing.38 

1 would like to begin the discussion of Harman's position, by making the following 

critical points concerning his treatment of this thought experiment. It would be 

improbable that Harman misunderstands or completely disregards the complexity of the 

situations he describes. However, it seems that his discussion of the thought experiment 

is not sufficiently thorough to support his conclusion, for there are obvious things 

which make his analysis of the corroboration (or non-corroboration) of P by these 

~MSee Harman 1977, pA 
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hypothetical situations problematic. 

Due to their complexity, we can expect that both scenarios will be 'under the 

jurisdiction' of more than one principle. Hence, judging that in the second case, 

following principle P will not lead to the best action possible, morally spcaking, Illight 

simply be an indication that P does not apply to situatIOn B. It could also happen that 

sorne other principle, amongst ail the ones that apply to similar situations, or 

considerations about people's rights, overrides P in case B. Whether this is an 

indication that situation B disproves P, however, is the question which wc should 

address. Il is c1ear, if we follow Harman's characterization .cf P, that the fact that it 

is overriden !>y another principle would mean that it is disproved by situation B, since, 

if it is correct it should always apply to situations of the same type. However this 

involves, on the part of Harman, endorsing a view of moral principlcs as dclincating 

absolute obligations. The outcome will be different, howcvt=r, if one holds the contrary 

view that moral obligations are only prima facie, for th en it is possible that thcre arc 

other principles that compete wîth P concerning their application to situation B, without 

this jeopardizing the status of P. This is because prima facie principles, although they 

apply universally to moral cases of the same type, do not apply excluslvcly to those 

cases. Hence, there may be distinct prima facie principles that apply to a given 

situation and that recommend, in that situation, incompatible courses of action. Whal 

this entails for decision-making is that the agent must determmc to whicn actual 

obligation she is bound. However, that this actual obligation conflicts wlth one of the 

principles that apply to the situation does not imply anything conccrning the 

confirmation-status of that principle. 

Il would seem that Harman confuses the issue of the relevance and/or (exclusive) 

applicability of a principle to a given situation with that of il!, confirmation. 

Confirmation of moral principles, like confirmation of scientific princlples, cannot be 
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achieved by apprehending the given hypothesis ai> isolated from other hypotheses and 

precepts already established as valid in our theory. In faet, corroboration of principles 

is done against ail the evidence made available by previous hypothetical testing taken 

with the body of already accepted rules and principles. Henee, ail that could be derived 

from an analysis of thought experiments that are restricted to specific situations such 

as the ones we are presented ..vith, is an answer concerning whether or not the 

principle in question is relevant to an evaluation of what to do in the eventuality of 

such occurrences. This question would admit of three answers: i) that the principle is 

relevant and is not overriden by other principles, ii) that the principle is totally 

irrelevant to the situation, or, Hi) that it is relevant to the situation but is overriden by 

considerations that are deemed more important; which in no cireumstanee could 

jeopardize the status of confirmation of the principle. Confirmation of principles 

properly speaking can only be determined against the more general background pf a 

theory. 

If, on initial consideration of this thought experiment, principle P seemed to have 

been both confirmed and disproved, it is due to sorne sort of 'intellectual mirage'. Any 

profound analysis of the exarnple would show that the problems raised by the result of 

applying P to B could not alone entail the disconfirmation of P. Confirmation goes 

beyond the partieular results arrived at by applying a prineiple to given situations. It 

involves things such as the general efficiency of such principles at contributing, 

together with other principles, to the development of a theory which provides accu rate 

explanations and descriptions of moral situations and workable tools to direct actions 

and deliberation. Given the complexity of moral situations, and, correspondingly, given 

the diversity of moral precepts that guide moral deliberation, il appears that the first 

thing that is necessary to ensure the general efficaey of principles in eontributing to the 

development of a useful and workable moral theory is that we hold moral prineiples as 



J 

47 

prima facie. 

Harman confronts the problems of confirmation precisely because he refrains from 

adhering to such a view of moral principles and obligations. A moral theory which is 

grounded in a conception of moral principles and obligations as absolute docs not stand 

a chance of meeting the requirements for a cognitive conception of the moral domain. 

Indeed, its moral principles are then ascribed an inconsistent confirmatlon-statlls, since 

the mere applicability of possibly conflicting principles to a glvcn situation entalls the 

necessity of 'disconfirming' all those which do not lead to the actual obligation, cven 

though they may be confirmed in other situations. The situation is much more hopcful 

in the case of a moral theory which presupposes a conception of principlcs and 

obligations as prima faci~. 

Hence, it appears obviolls that Harman does not provide convincing grounds for hls 

view that moral principles seem as easlly disprovable as they are confirmed. More 

importantly, as Nicholas Sturgeon also stresses, Harman fails to show that this is a 

distinctive problem for morality since scientlfic principles themselves could sccm as 

easily discredited as they are confirmed when analysed in Isolation.w One cannot, 

therefore, foc us on this particular issue to highlight the 'problem wlth ethics'. 

Unfortunately, given the way Harman sets up his argument, the conclusion of his 

thought experiment seems to be at the origin of wornsome questions conccrning the 

nature of moral hypothetical deliberation. (The se were enurneratcd at the beginning of 

the preceding discussion.) From an internaI rcalist point of view, one could fccl 

inclined to make the following remark concerning the daims about hypothetical 

deliberation in morality. It is not clear what justifies the daim that the~e examples 

could not, should not, and do not constitute plausible hypotheses rather than mere 

39See Sturgeon 1984, p.231. 
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thought experiments. As 1 mentioned earlier, they are plausible situations: it is very 

likely that some people might find themselves faced with similar circumstances. Indeed, 

1 am quite sure that someone is, at this very minute, struggling with the complexity of 

such a situation, and wondering how such a principle would apply to this particular 

context, and if it applies at ail, thus taking this principle as an hypothesis which she 

is comparing with the world. 

In the case where a scientist is indeed considering some thought experiment 

conceming an explicit principle and confronting it with her 'scientific sense' (the case 

which Harman seems to believe to be similar to the moral case), she is evaluating what 

will happen if she does X, perhaps knowing that X might not be a probable empirical 

event at ail, although reflecting about it might lead her on the right path to pursue her 

experiments, or might help in highlighting interesting problems within her theory. 

Simitarly, comfortably installed in front of my computer, perhaps 1 am not engaged 

in éiIlything other than a thought experirnent white considering these examples. What 

is worrisome is that, whereas in the scientific case he allows for the possibility that 

sorne cases of hypothesis consideration will be cases of comparison of these hypotheses 

with the world, Harrnan seerns to hesitate to allow for this in the moral case. However, 

it seems obvious that every time we take a moral decision, especially in cornplex 

situations where it is not al ways c1ear what action is called for, we are undergoing such 

dcliberation of our hypotheses. 40 The very fact that moral deliberations are deliberations 

the results of which have to lead to dccisions or actions, is enough, it seems, to 

~ The claim is not that, in ethics, thought experiments couid only be rcal instances of 
comparison of hypotheses with the world if one is actually confronted with a moral 
situation. We can imagine a situation where a physician would appeal to an ethicist looking 
for advice as to what to do in circurnstances such as situation A. The ethicist will try to 
come up with real suggestions, ones which will be practically workable and as morally 
justificd as they can be, even though there will be no immediate repercussions to her 
rctlcction. 
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consider them as legitimate cases of testing hypotheses with the world. 

Take, for instance, a very simple hypothesis conceming human rcactions to certain 

events (putting aside for a moment the physiological basis for such rcactions), for 

example the hypothesis that if hot water is dropped on someone's lap, that pcrson is 

Iikely to express sorne feeling of pain or discornfort; no one will argue that this is not 

an hypothesis about the world. If any one did, it would rncan that she does not include 

facts about primitive human behaviour as part of the things that belong to the body of 

knowledge about the world. 

The question then is, if those sort of hypotheses can be considered as ones that are 

tested against the world, why can't hypotheses about events that affect human beings 

morally, even though they rnay have no physiologically identifiable basis, be tested 

against the world, in the sense that being part of the body of knowledge about human 

interactions, and thus just a sub-c1ass of the body of knowledge about human beings, 

they are legitimate objects of knowledge? 

Moreover, any decision as to which human reactions should be cOllsidered as 'rcal 

wordly events' should be carefully undertaken in the tight of the difficulty of 

distinguishing those of our rcactions that have an obvious physiological or physical 

basis from those that do nol. There is a fine tine between rcactions that can be ~traight­

forwardly attributed to our biological nature or to our psychologlcal nature --rcactions 

which can he explained in physicalistic terms by refering to nerve respon~es to certam 

stimuli or lesions in the brain for example-- and those such as intentional responscs and 

moral reactions which it is more difficult to associate with any precise physical basis 

which renders problematic the matter of how we would go about reducing di~courses 
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about them to physical discourse. 41 

If the scepticaJ argument against the testability of hypotheses in morality sketched out 

by Harman works, one of the consequences may he that it would he difficult to justify 

not also applying it to other sorts of cases such as the ones intimated above; and then, 

perhaps, il might reveal itself to he a more general sceptical argument about testing any 

hypothesis whatsoever. However, Nicholas Sturgeon suggests that Harman's discussion 

of the theory-ladenness of observations rules out the possibility of interpreting this 

sceptical argument as a standard verificationist argument against the possibility that 

moral hypotheses have empirical implications, in which case the argument could not 

he generalized as a broader kind of scepticism. 

Perhaps it should he left up to the discretion of the reader to decide to what extent 

Sturgeon, perhaps in an effort to focus on more interesting parts of the argument 

proposed, presents a charitable interpretation of this particular point. However, 

Harman's own writings in the first chapter of The Nature of Morality do invite more 

severe interpretations. For example he claims that: 

'( ... ) scientific hypotheses can also be tested in real experiments, out in the 
world. '; 

and asks: 

'( ... ) can you ever perceive the rightness or wrongness of what [oneJ does?', 

Il appears that even if such a charitable interpretation is granted, the question of why 

Harman hesitates to consider moral hypotheses as comparable to 'real experiments out 

in the world' will continue to preoccupy the internaJ realist. It has already been shown 

that such lack of faith on Harman's part could not be due solely to the problem of 

41 That no such separation can be drawn without engendering dilemma:i for philosophy 
(of mind particularly; dilemmas involved in attemps to determine the possibihty or 
impossibility of attaching intentional states to brain states, for example) should he a good 
cnough reason for caution if not a source of worry for any one who attempts to restrict the 
notion of helonging to the world to objects that can he described in physicalistic terms. 
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simultaneous confirmation and disconfirmation of moral principles when tcstcd in 

isolation, without this also engendering problems for science. Sincc the problcm cannot 

seriously be taken to concern the particular confirmation procedure of ethics, the 

obvious question is whether the problem for Harman is grollnded III a worry that there 

might he a disparity, either between the extent to which scientltic and moral bchefs can 

he taken as having empirical implications. or betwccn the kind of background against 

which moral principles are supposed to be tested. and the one agamst whi~h ~cicntitic 

principles are tested. Let's see why these two possibllitlcs will he eqllally wornsome 

for internaI rea1ists, and thus how even a charitable intcrpretation à la Sturgeon might 

not he satisfying. 

The internaI realist notion of belonging to the world is hardly restncted to partlcular 

categories of objects, let alone exclusively to obJects that would be pcrcelvahle. As we 

have secn in the discussion of contextual relativity, and of the context dcpcndcncy of 

notions such as the one of existence. internaI reahsm endorses much broadcr nohons 

of reality and even of the world. These WIll IIltlucnce what WIll count a'i real 

experiments out in the world, (unless reasons are advanced for belicvlllg that the notIon 

of 'experiment' belongs excluslvely to sClentitic contcxts4~), and the IIltcrnal rcahst's 

response to Harman's daims at the very beglllnmg of the dl'icll~~ion on moral 

hypotheses might be that if he did not restrict these notions to phy~lcalistic ~tandards 

he would avoid worries concerning the possibility of moral hypothetlcal dchberation. 

"2Harman could not adhere to such a view of the place that ShOllld be asslgncd to the 
notion of 'experiment' without this engendering problems for the legltimacy of the questions 
his non-cognitivism attempts to answer. An inquiry into the possibility of te~tlllg moral 
principles by experimentation must pre-suppose that, in princlple, there IS nOlhlllg Inherent 
to the notion of <experiment' itselfthat prevents its application to the moral domam. 
Otherwise, the inquiry could be dismissed as irrelevant. The .... thor thus has tirsl to assume 
that 'experiment' is a notion that has its place in the moral dlscourse, and then procecd to 
explain what features of the moral domain (rather th an featllres of the notion of 
'experiment') renders testing moral principles by experimentation impossible. 
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In science, testing an hypothesis amounts to comparing the results that it predicts with 

the ones which would be achieved if it was directly applied to the physical world. In 

ethics, testing an hypothesis amounts to comparing the resuIts that it predicts with the 

ones which it would lead to if directly applied to moral situations. In the case of 

principle P, situation A revealed it to lead to the expected results insofar as it fulfilled 

the task for which it was appealed to, the one of leading to the best possible moral 

action. Situation B, as we saw, revealed it to lead to an un tenable moral situation; 

untenable against the body of things we value. 

The difference between testing hypotheses in science and in ethics is, then, that in 

science the hypotheses are tested byexperimentation, against the evidence presented by 

the physical world (as interpreted through a suitably coherent body of theoretical beliefs 

about it), whereas in ethics, as 1 stressed above, they are tested against the evidence 

presented by the body of things we value (as extracted from a suitably coherent body 

of theoretical moral beliefs). 

If this is what bothers Harman, the internaI realist will simply feel inclined to remind 

him that each conceptual framework provides its own theoretical background against 

which to test hypotheses according to its purpose, and that this need not jeopardize the 

testability of both moral and scientific hypotheses, however different the backgrounds 

against which they are tested, because, as previous discussions on the fact\vhlue 

distinction and on the peculiarity of morality as discourse and as theoreticaI domain 

have shown, the distinctiveness of ethics alone cannot constitute a problem for its status 

as a cognitive domain. 

Harman's qualms concerning the possibility of testing principles arise from a failure 

to realize that moral principles do not, so to speak, stand on their own, as arbitrarily 

chosen sets of roles; that they are constructions out of something else. They are the 

result of the codification of our moral intuitions as the latter are manifested in our 
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particular moral judgements. Such codification is rcndered nccessary by the need to 

have general guidance for moral explanation and decisions in 'hard' situations. But 

moral principles do not (and could not) exhaust the content of our moral intuitions 

since they are, indeed, mere codifications and gl'neralizations. Testing moral prim .. 'iplcs 

can be thus seen as involving a counter-check of those principles with our intuitions 

about what is morally recommendable in given cases. A principle is disconfirmcd when 

it is judged to commend actions that are in conflict with what we would judgc to be 

right in a given context. This appeal to intuition expressed in our moral judgemcnts is 

the very thing that might bother Harman, as he dismisses right from the start talk of 

'moral seeing' and since an appeal to our intuitions necessarily involves such an 

allusion. However, Putnam offers a line of argument to counter such dlsmissal of talk 

of 'moral seeing' by making an anal ogy with the mathematical case.4l He stresses the 

importance that mathematicians grant to the role of (mathematical) mtuition ln 

understanding the necessity of sorne mathematical principles. Appcal to intuitions is not 

limited to this domain, however. Il is commonly accepted by scicntlsts that slIccccding 

in science depends initially on having the 'right kind' of basic intuitions about the 

subject at hand, and a good part of scientific education aims at hclpmg ~tudcnts to 

develop a 'scientific sense'. If appeal to a mathematical and/or sClcntific 'sense' IS 

legitimate, then there is no rcason why &ppeal to a 'moral sense' should be labelled as 

rendering morality mystical. Hence, we can give an affirmative answer to Harman's 

question 'can moral principles be tested by experiment, out in the world ?'. Wc put our 

moral principles 'under experimentation' by cornparing their commands wlth what our 

intuitions wou Id dictate, against the background of the body of things wc value. 

This state of affairs is satisfying for the internaI realist because, granted lhat they are 

43See RTII pp. 138-145 
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deemed pragmatica1ly indispensable, she takes our ordinary discourses at face value. 

This is Putnam's 'pragmatic principle' of ontological commitment cited in chapter 1 

above. An externalist will be lAncomf~rtable with this account of experimental testing 

in morality because she has reasons independent of the indispensability of discourses 

for dismissing 'the body of things we value' as a legitimate background against which 

testing is undergonc, reasons that are akin to justifications for preserving a sharp 

fact/value distinction. But the internai realist is not compelled by such justifications 

since the intemalist metaphysical framework provides her with compelling reasons for 

discarding this distinction. 44 

One of the things that justify su ch confidence in the indispensability of moral 

discourse is the conviction that adequate descriptions of moral situations require the use 

of the sort of normative-descriptive concepts (e.g. the one of 'considerateness' and the 

one of 'cruelty') alluded to by Iris Murdoch (and Putnam).45 One indication of the 

importance of having a moral 'sense' is the role our intuitions play in helping us to 

determine which such concepts should be used to describe givrn situations, and to see 

that using a particular concept is required in an adequate description of a given 

situation. (Moral p~nciples, if they stood on their own could not play such a role since 

those concepts are given content partly by our intuitions about what is valuable and 

what is not.) Putnam argues that the same thing that legitimizes the use of the concepts 

of 'chair' and 'table' in a given circumstance -that is that they are required in order 

to have an adequale description- is what legitimizes the use of concepts such as the 

normative-descriptive moral concepts alluded to above in given moral situations.46 Such 

44See Chi of this thesis, The Companion in Guilt Argument. 

·~Sce Iris murdoch, The Sovereignty of Good, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1970. The 
rclevance of this to questions of supervenience will be discussed later on. 

U.See Putnam 1981, p.138. 
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legitimation, however, presupposes that moral discourse is takcn al face value. Indccd, 

we are justified in criticizing someone who fails to use the concept 'chair' whcn it is 

adequate to do so because we take the discourse within which such concept is uscd, 

and our categorization of ordinary objects al face value. Similarly, lO criticilC the 

person who fails to use the term 'considerate' when she is required to do so wc have 

to take moral discourse, and our calegorizalion of objects within that discoursc al face 

value. Once again, what allows internai realists to do this is that they have pragmatic 

grounds for taking our ordinary discourses at face value. 

Harman's comparison of scientific and moral hypotheses as regards Ihcir tcstabllity 

is far from being unproblematic for internai reahsts. Howcver thcrc may be more 

profound problems which justify Harman's position. Let us have a doser look al his 

central argument. 
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The role of moral observations in corroborating theories 

As can he surmised from the preceding discussion of Harman's treatment of moral 

hypotheses, his argument aims at showing that ethics is different from science in sorne 

important way. One such distinction lies in the role of observations in corroborating 

theories. He explains that two things are needed for this role to be weIl assumed: 

firstly, that the observt'r be in a certain psychologicaJ state, and, secondly, that there 

really is something there to he observed. The first of these two is necessary but not 

sufficient, the second is indispensable. 

He can count his making the observation as confirming evidence for his 
theory only to the extent that it is reasonable to explain his making the 
observation by assuming that, not only is he in a certain psychological 
"set". given the theory he accepts and his betiefs about the experimental 
apparatus, but furthermore, there really was a proton going throu~h the 
cloud chamber, causing the vapor traU, which he saw as a proton. , 

affirms Harman while discussing the example of a physicist who sees a vapor trail in 

a cloud chamber while attempting to test a scientific theory. He emphasizes his point 

by continuing: 

But if bis having made that observation could have been equally weIl 
explained by his psychological set alone, without the need for any 
assumption about the proton, then the observation would not have becn 
evidence for the existence of that proton and therefore would not have becn 
evidence for the theory.·B 

What is claimed here is that, in order for an observation to corroborate a scientific 

theory that posits a given object or event, it has first to be evidence for the event (or 

object) in question. If il is sufficicnt to appeal to the observer's psychological "set" to 

explain the occurrence of the observation, then the observation cannot serve as a 

corroboration; hence the importance of also appealing to the existence of the object. 

47See Harman 1977, p.6, emphasis added. 

4SSee Harman 1977, p.6. 
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Harman's argument is that in the moral case, observations can be cxplaincd solely by 

the psychological state of individuals, wlthout therc being any nced to assume that therc 

really is something out there which causcd the observation. This is why he asks, in an 

earlier mentioned passage, whether in morality we arrive at Judgemcnts by way of 

conclusions or simply because we see that the event deservcs an apprcciation of a 

negative or positive polarity.49 This is also why he asks whcthcr the rightncss or 

wrongnt.Ss of actions can be perceived. He wntes: 

and, 

Facts about protons can affect what you observe, since a proton passing 
through the cloud chamber can cause a vapor trall that rcflects the hght to 
your eye in a way that, given your scientific training and psychologlcal set, 
leads you to judge that what you sec is a proton. Bllt thert' JOt'S "01 .\'l'l'm 
10 be any way in which the aCfllal wrongnt'SJ or nghll1es.\ l!f a" aC/lol/ can 
have anyeffect on your vercepltwl apparatll.\'. In this respect. ethics sccms 
to diffcr from science. »; 

Certain moral principles might help to explain why it was wro"M of the 
children to set the cat on fire, but moral principles seem to be of no hclp 
in explaining your thinking that that is wrong. ( ... )Moral principles do not 
seem to help explain your observing what you observe. 51 

cMoral princip/es do not seem to help explail/ your ohserving what YOII o!J.\'('rVl". 

Harman clarifies this cIaim by first disccrning two ways in which principles can be 

evidence for the observations that are made, which sccms to playon the distinction 

between simply making tllat observation and he/ievi"M, or thi"king that you made an 

observation. From this he derives a distinction between two kind~ of ()b~crvation: wcak 

observations and strong observations. On the one hand you could explain your 

observation that a given act of killing is morally wrong by poll1ting to the explicit 

49See the discussion of the nature of moral hypotheses, in 'Hypothetical dcliberation in 
ethics', chapter II of this thesis. 

!IOHarman 1977, p.S. Emphasis added. 

'tHarman 1977, no emphasis added. 
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command of the principle: cold blooded murder is wrong because the principle says 

that one ought not to kill (this is the weak kind of observation); on the other hand you 

could explain your observation by pointing to reasons independent of the explicit 

command of the principle that make you believe that you observed the wrongness of 

the act of murdcring. It is a concluding/seeing distinction; in the tirst instance the 

principle rnediates betwccn your observation of the action and your observing 

('judging') that the action is morally wrong. In the second instance your observation 

can he explained by your be/ief that there is something there that you observed, 

observation of which is independent of the stipulations of the principle, but which 

serves to corroborate il. Il is a distinction between principles that guide our 

observations, and principles which corroborate what we see, with an assumption that 

there actually is sornething to observe, however different it would 'look' if we adhered 

to different background theories. Il is a distinction betwccn observations that would be, 

so to speak, dictated to us by our principles (the weak ones) , and on es that are directIy 

grounded in featurcs of our experience (the strong ones). Harman affirrns that scientific 

observations are of the latter sort, as contrasted to moral observations. 

Il is, however, important to qualify this latter c1aim of Harrnan by stressing that he 

does not mean to say by this that scientific observations are not theory-Jaden. He does 

indeed concede that our observations are what they are in virtue of the theories we 

hold. He affirms: 

( ... )you see what you do because of the theories you hold. Change those 
theories and you would see something eIse, given the same pattern of 
light.( ... ) 
Observation del>ends on theory because perception involves forming a 
belief as a fairly direct rcsult of observing something; you can form a 
bclief only if you understand the relevant concepts and a concept is what 
it is by virtue of its role in sorne theory or system of belief.!!2 

~~Harrnan 1977 p.5 
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Hence, Harman understands the importance of theories for the interpretation of 

observations. His argumentation is thus not based upon a belief that moral observations 

are too tightly linked to moral theories. He deems it to be similar in the case of 

science. He believes, nevertheless, that in morality 'the eXl'lu1IulOry chai" from 

principle to observation is broken': 

Conceived as an explanatory theory, morality, unlike science, scems to be 
cut off from observation. ~3 

The link between physical theory and observation can be explaincd in the followmg 

fashion. If we start with the physical theory, the observation (in the weak sense of 

observation) can be explained ill a stipulative way by appcahng to the inner preccpts 

of the theory to explain why -say- the vapor trall is observed and that Il IS evidence for 

the existence of a proton, in a manner similar to the moral case where the pnnciplc 

dictates to us how to interpret the moral action. Hencc, ln both morahty and science 

one can start with the theory to advance an explanation of the observatIon. The 

problem concerning morality is that you cannot go the other way round: you cannot use 

the observation to explain or corroborate the theory. Il is in this sen~c that Harman 

believes that moral theories are 'eut off from obscrvational testing'. The point is that 

the very occurrence of the observatIon is evidence for the truth of the sClenti fic theory. 

The explanatory loop can thus be c\osed in the scientific case. We have: 

Physical theory-, 
, t 

Explanation t 
, t 

Observation ~ t 

This is not allowed in the moral case according to Harman because, ()ut~ide of the 

dictates of the principles, the actual wrongness of the acl cannot be explaincd, nor is 

'3Harman 1977 p.9 
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it evidence for the moral principle. He writes: 

In the scientific case, your making that observation is itself evidence for 
the physical theory because the physicaJ theory explains the proton, which 
explains the trail, which explains your observation. In the moral case, your 
making your observation does not seem to he evidence for the relevant 
moral principle bccallse that principle does not seem to help explain your 
observation.( ... ) The moral principle may "explain" why it is wrong for 
the childrcn to set the cat on fire. But the wrongness of the act does not 
appear to hclp explain the act, which you observe, itself. The explanatory 
chain appcars to be broken in such a way that neither the moral principJe 
nor the wrongness of the act can help explain why you observe what you 
observe. !04 
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Several remarks can be made concerning this passage. Firstly -a clarification- the 

very first statemcnt to the effect that the observation is evidence for the scientific 

thcory because the theory explains the observation, may seem a bit ambiguous. What. 

is mcant is firstly that, observing the vapor trail is evidence for the physical theory 

bccause the latter explains why a proton produces a vapor trail thus explaining that we 

observe what we observe (i.e. the vapor trail); secondly, that scientific observations can 

be evidence for physical theory because physical theory posits the existence of the 

objects by refcrence to which we explain what is observed. Remember that earlier on 

Harman remarks that the problem for morality is that an explanation of your moral 

judgements does not require that we assume any moral faets. 

The argument advanced by Harman in favour of this was that, in the scientific case, 

observations could be eonsidered as evidence for the theory because the truth of an 

observation, (such as that there really is a vapor trail to observe there, hence, that 

there really is a proton passing through the cloud chamber) could be relevant to a 

reasonable explanation of why that observation was made (in the sense that having 

made that observation is evidence not only about the observer, but also about the 

physical facts), whcreas in the moral case there seemed to be no link between the truth 

\.IHarman 1977, p.9. 
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or falsity of the moral observation and explanations of why it was madc. \\ 

We will present, here, two internai realist arguments, the first of which will serve to 

show that Barman is wrong in believing that moral theory diffcrs from scientitic 

theory, in that we cannot make sense of 'strong' moral observations that delincatc 

moral facts that are relevant to explanations of our moral judgements, in the sarne way 

that we can make sense of strong scientific observations. We will then providc an 

argument that explains that and why an assumption about moral facts is indispensable 

in moral practice. 

Consider, tirst, the following argument. The fact that, in ordinary lire, wc lISC moral 

terms and we expect others to use the framework of moral dlscoursc 10 describe 

partieular events vouches for the objectivity of moral observation. Our obscrving that 

the event is best described as having a moral charactcr IS a first mdication of moral 

faets, and the truth or falsity of rhar observatIOn is relevant to our explanatlon of why 

it was made. In other words, my observmg that the act of setting a cat on lire has a 

moral character is already evidence about the fact that there is somcthlllg of a moral 

nature to observe ther~, independently of the polarity of my moral apprcclation of it, 

and this faet can thus be relevant to a partial explanation of why 1 obscrved that the 

action was wrong. Moreover, since it is in the nature of moral facts that they arc 

determinate (moral actions are either right or wrong, praiscworthy or blame-worthy, 

or, morally justified or morally unjustitied), we are warranted III bchcving that If there 

is a morcÙ fact to observe there, it is a fact about this evcnt's having a moral character 

that is determinate in its polarity. Observations of the specifie polarity of actions arc 

theory-laden in the same sense in which scie.ltific observations are theory-Iadcn bccausc 

moral theory is nceded in order to provide us with the concepts nccessary to make 

55Harman 1977, p.7 
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moral descriptions. 

1 suspect that an advocate of Harman's position might find that the claim that we can 

observe the moral character of actions upon perception of the act carries with it an 

intuitionist flavour, and might insist that 1 determine what sort of faculty makes this 

moral character accessible to us. One might try to reply to this challenge -along the 

Iines of Mark Platts' rcply to non-cognitivism- by pointing to an analogy between the 

recognition of such character ln an action and the recognition of a face in an 

arrangement of black dots. Platts writes: 

There is only a face there to be secn because the dot arrangement is as it 
is; the dot arrangement fixes (subject perhaps to existing conventions of 
pictorial representation) whether or not there is a face there to be secn. 
Still we do not see the face by allending to that dot-arrangement, where 
that arrangement is characterized in terms free of picture and face­
vocabulary ... Thus we do not infer that the face is there from judgements 
in this non;pictorial, non-facial vocabulary about the arrangement of the 
black dots." 

ln other words, the moral character is there to be observed because the situation is 

as it is. Given the conccptual tools made available to us by our moral theory, such a 

state of things will inevitably be interpreted as having a partieular moral character. 

The problem with this is that it could be taken to mean that the moral character of 

an action is determined by the physical state of things al that time, and that if reality 

(that is the physical reality for Platts) had becn different, there might not have been 

sueh a moral fact to observe there, just as if the dots were arranged differently there 

might not be any face there to be seen. Henee, we rnight seern to be committed to 

offering an account of moral reality as reducible to physical reality. 

An internai realist. however can argue that reality (as it presents itself to us) is 

saturated with morally relevant attributes, and justify su ch a c1aim by appealing to the 

fact that certain types of events are immediately and unavoidably interpreted as events 

~See Mark PlaUs, Ways of Afeaning, p. 244. 
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of a certain moral character in their ordinary asscssment, just as certain klnds of 

objects are automafically interpreted as physical or natural objects. Hence. it is not that 

we project a moral reality upon a world otherwise amoral, but rather that the only way 

for us to understand certain kinds of wordly events is to interpret them ln morally 

loaded terrns, because the conceptual frarnework of morality is the one that is available 

to us in order to understand, evaluate and explain the sc sorts of events. We may recall, 

here, Iris Murdoch's discussion of the importance of our normattve-descriptive 

vocabulary. A description or explanation will cou nt as an aJeqllllf(> descnptlon or 

explanation of the situation whose occurrence is to be explained if it rcOects the 'right 

kind' of virtues. Its retlecting the 'right kind' of virtucs depcnds on whethcr the 

describer has available a certain set of concepts and sees the necd to use them. In t!le 

occurrence where she would fail to use those concepts in her de~cnption. the latter is 

liable to be criticized for being inadequate or not perspicuous, whethcr or not the 

statements she used were true. Part of having the humility of accepting our eplstemic 

condition is thus to acknowledge the conceptual catcgorizations used III ordlllary IIfe. 

A failure to do so might be an indication that we look at the world (or should 1 say. 

The World) from a point of view independent of our practices, with ail the problems 

we know this to entail. The internai realist docs not necd to appcal to a 'specIal faculty 

of moral perception' nor to allude to a reductlonist plcture à la Plall.\ of how moral 

observations are made, to explain why we make the observation that we do. She slmply 

relies on the indispensability of our conceptual categorizations in de~cnptlon~ of cvents. 

Harman insÎsted that moral facts are not relevant to explanations of the moral 

observations that we make. He goes even further in c1aiming that for moral facts to bc 

explanatorily relevant they have to be part of our best exp);. 1ation of the act whlch is 

observed jtself. His contention that the problem with the case of the children and the 

cal is that the wrongness of the act does not help explain the act which you observed 
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itself, howcver, can be countered in Iight of the previous discussion. Indeed, if the 

action is apprehcnded by 'attending' to the state of things as divorced from the wheels 

of our moral theones and practices, its moral character will not be apparent because 

it is only in the conceptual framework of morality that we can judge where the fact of 

the matter Iles ln moral situations. However, this does not imply that the moral 

character of an action is not relevant to an explanation of the act which you observe 

itself. ft would sccm that to advance a complete and interesting description and 

explanation of the act one would necessarily have to appeal to both its non-moral and 

moral characteristics. Moreover, since the moral character of a given situation is part 

of the gencral 'state 0f things' in that situation, observing the moral character ;s 

relevant to an explanatlon of the act itself since it provides information conceming faets 

about the way such action is apprehended when analysed from the perspective of 

morality, and facts about the morally relevant characteristics of this 'state of things' or 

situation. 

This whole discussion presupposes that we can separate the physical attributes of a 

situation from its moral attributes. My intuitive conviction, however, is that whereas 

sueh separation is possible at the level of theorizing about our capacities for 

observation, it is not possible when we actually are observing, and this not for any 

mystical reason, but simply because we are embedded in moral practices which give 

us certain sets of concepts, (such as our normative-descriptive concepts), to use in 

descriptions and expla'1ations, and which inevitably guide our interpretation of the state 

of things, and indicate to us the sort of behaviour prescribed by the situation." In this 

~7The case of the amoral person will, of course, engender problems for claims of this 
sort. 1 would argue that having an interest in morality is indispensable for being a person, 
and unavoidable for human beings, and hence that the case of the amoral person can only he 
a pathological one. However dlscussing this involves broaching complex issues such as the 
one of pcrsonhood. 1 hope that this will constitute the object of further research. 
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respect, it appears iIIegitimate for Harman 10 make a negativc c1aim ahout morat 

observations on grounds accessible only at a second order levcl of theorillllg about our 

capacity for observation, when in our actual expcrience of having observations wc 

wou Id not be able to achleve what he secms to behevc to be mdlspcnsablc. Hl' 

challenges moral realists to explain how the moral wrongncss of an actIon can be 

relevant to an explanation of 'the (let we observe itself'. However if the latter is not 

the action which presents itself to us as having bOlh na/wal and moral cJIllYllCll'n.\lÙ'.\, 

(moral characteristics wh:ch are then nccessarily relevant to an explanatlon of our 

observation) then the act Harman is talking about is not 'the act we oh~ervc ItSelf', it 

is a construction out of it, a construction made neccssary by theorctical demands of a 

second order, pcrhaps. 

Hence, my answer to Harman is that if he bclieves that my obsCT'JlIlg that the 

children's action was moralIy depraved is not part of an explanation of why 1 Judged 

it to be wrong, thcn he fails to understand something about the way moral tenm are 

used and about the way moral concepts work. If Harman's suspicion i'i that 1 would 

assume as a fact that the chlldren arc wrong rcgardless of whcther the actIon I~ morally 

depraved or not, thus making the fact of the ~::iî(er about this Irrelevant to an 

explanation of my beliefs, then he has misundcr~tood the way normallvc/de~cnpttve 

expressions such as 'moral dcpravlty' relate to the concept 'morall y wrong'. ThIs is 

because, an adequate apprehenslOn/descnptlon of the chlldren\ actIon III normative­

descriptive terms such as 'moral depravity' ncccs~anly entatls a 'th1l1' moral Judgcment 

on the children's action, such as that It IS wrong. More preciscly, a user of moral 

language cannot both endorse such an adequatc description and !ltill refuse to admit that 

the action is morally condemnable, wlthout thls ralsing doubts about her linguistic 

competence. She must assume as a fact that morally depravcd actions rcally arc 

condemnable in order to judge that the children performed a morally wrong action. 
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Otherwise, using the expression 'morally depraved' in the way Harman suggests, would 

be an indication that this person missed something about how normative-descriptive 

concepts relate to 'thin' moral judgements.S8 

In light of the previous points, we can maintain that the internaI realist does not need 

to appeal to a 'faculty of moral intution' to explain how we observe the moral 

character of actIOns. She docs not need, either, Platts' reductionist-sounding analogy. 

This is bccause one of the advantages of internai realism is that, as a consequence of 

ils convictions concerning the fact/value distinction, and of its contention that in order 

for knowledge acquisition to be possible for us it has to be realized from within the 

conceptual framcwork:; delimited by particular discourses, it aUows us 10 look al the 

different charactcristics of reality without having to rank them in a hierarchical manner. 

Thus, it makcs unnecessary attempts to redl!cc one of the se classes of characteristics 

to another. This does not mean that the probkm of supervenience docs not occur for 

the ethical discourse and should not bother the internaI realist. In fact, one of the things 

the internai rcalist would suggest is that moral reality is supervenient on the facts 

concerning human actions. The difference, however, between talk of the supervenience 

of moral rcallty on the nalural world and talk of the reducibiliry of moral reality to 

natural rcality is that such supervenience does not require that aU our moral statements 

be tralls/arable in physlcalistic terms. Indeed, moral reality supervenes on natural 

reality, but ail this means is that moral judgements depend on the morally relevant 

characterislics of the natural worJd (that is, on those characteristics that must be 

included in an adcquate description of the circumstances of actions), not on its 

physically or otherwise relevant characteristics. 

"Of course, we can imagine cultures where the moral depravity of one's actions 
may be praiscworthy. However, to hold that they would be moral/y praiseworthy 
would be counter-intuitive, given the values that underly the use of concepts such as 
the one of 'moral dcpravity' . 
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We have thus shown how the internaI realist can make sense of moral observations 

in the strong sense, and of corresponding moral facts that enter into the explar.alion of 

our making the observations that we make. But the intcmal realist can advancc furthcr 

reasons for making sense of 'strong' moral observations that arc not cxhaustcd (and 

that are quite independent ot) the sorts of points raised in the prcccding discussion. 

One of the important features of moral ûiscourse as it is uscd in ordinary life is thal 

it is useful only to the extent that it is assumcd to be fact-stating. A pre-supposition 

that moral judgements are factual has to be built mto moral theory in order for moral 

diseourse to serve its purpose, that is, to allow us to make judgements fhat will provide 

us with both information concerning the moral situation at hand, and also, most 

importantly, strong reasons for action. In order to be able to derive all-binding 

prescriptions from our moral observations we have to be able to sec our rcasons for 

endorsing the moral views we do as issuing from factual judgements, othcrwise wc are 

left with no real moral reasons for action other than sheer random choice. YI However, 

it is obvious from our everyday practice that our moral convictions have nothmg to do 

with random choices -on the contrary, wc often provide very strong scemingly rational 

reasons for holding the moral views that we hold. Even though we do not appcal to 

those reasons every time we make a moral judgement, It IS possible for most of us to 

explain our views in an elaborate and articulate way. Moreover, It is also transparent 

in our practice that we take our moral judgemcnts to be factual. 

1 belil~ve it to be generally accepted that the distinctive feature of moral dlscoursc is 

the reiative importance of its prescriptive purpose in companson to other discourses. 

We expect our moral observations to inform us not only of the moral characteristics 

590f course, this is not going to be a satisfactory answer for Harman. We will 
see in the following discussion why an interal realist, howevcr, will not find this 
problematic. 
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of this or that situation, but especially, and much more importantly of the implications 

for our actions that follows assessment of such characteristics. This is a function of the 

normative-descriptive vocabulary we employ (that is, terms such as 'wicked', 'cruel', 

'inconsiderate', etc. ;). ft appears that we take our moral observations to be interesting 

only to the extent that lhey can provide us with guid3Jlce for acting, and with reasons 

for action. The main role of our moral judgements is to advise us about what il is 

morally commcndable for us to think and do. The question to analyse before attempting 

to respond to Harman's non-cognitivist, then, is whether moral discourse would 

preserve its prcscriptive nature if it were one within which no factual judgements could 

be issued. If the suspicion that this purpose would be lost is vindicated, then we will 

have sufficicnt reason to hold that moral discourse and theory should involve an 

assumption concerning moral facts. Il will then suffice to stress, once more, thal in ils 

ordinary use moral discourse is considered as fact-staling to support the belief lhat 

moral discoursc and theory do indeed involve such an aSliumption. Again, someone 

might find the legitimacy of grounding this argument in what we do disputable. 

However 1 expect Its force to reside in its resting on an analysis of reasons for what 

we do, rather than on an endless re-hashing of what we do. Il will aim to show lhat 

there are important and valuable reasons why moral theory should inc1ude the 

assumption in question, (and it rests on the success of our moral practice to justify our 

confidence that it is exercised in a certain way for specifie reasons), reasons which 

explam that tlm assllmption is unchallenged in our everyday practice. 

A suggestion to the effect that moral theory and discourse depend, indeed, on such 

a pre-supposition for thcir success can be attribllted to Wiggins.60 His remarks con cern 

the relation of a non-cognitive interpretation of morality to the problem of the 

NWiggins. D. 1976, p. 335-50. 
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meaningfulness of life, but they can be extended to the problem of prescriptivity 

without this constituting an illegitimate extrapolation of Wiggins' views. In fact, they 

focus on a comparative analysis of the bindingness of moral prescriptions (or the 

motivation al force that the potential meaningfulness of life can have) for the agent who 

believes that the only ground for his moral convictions is hls 'appctltlve state' (to use 

Wiggins' terrninology) or 'psychological set' (to use Harrnan's), and for the one who 

takes his moral convictions to issue frorn a rational appraisal of the facts. WIggins 

presents the example of Sisyphus who is condemned to roll stones uphill for tnc rest 

of his life, without ever succeeding at bringing them to the top, and, following RIchard 

Taylor's discussion, analyzes what would be required for Si~yphl1s to find 

meani"gfulness in his life. He concludes that Sisyphus will find rneanmg ln his actlvlty 

only to the extent that he believes his activity to be O/JJ(ICllrt'ly worthwhlle. SII11llarly, 

moral agents find meaningfulness ln their actions only to the extcnt that they can view 

their reasons for performmg them as obJcctlvcly groundcd. This IS becau~e ln the 

absence of a presumption of the truth of their moral ]udgements, It is not c1car that 

moral agents will derive from their moral observations the kind of Inccntlve ncccssary 

to bring them to act following the rccommendation of thosc Judgements. As Wiggms 

stresses, if ail there is to our moral choices IS a dcsirc to satisfy certain p'>ychologlcal 

states or a conformity to one's psychological set, without thcre bcmg anythmg in the 

intentional object to give it intnnsic worth, thcn there js no rca~on why wc wou Id 

chose to do a particular action or have a particular bellef rather than anothcr. In other 

words, in the case of the moral claim that murder is wrong, If wc cannot attnbutc 

objective validity to such a claim, then noth1l1g prcvents m from derivmg from It that 

we ought to kill, ratller than the contrary. This IS bccau~e once the agent understands 

that her moral convictions, however relatcd they may be to her p"ychologlcal M!t, or 

to the satisfaction of her appetitive states, have no factual status, she no longer 15 
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bound by any strong rcasons for acting in accordance with those convictions. Hence the 

Iink betwecn our moral beliefs and the prescriptive recommendations they contain is 

broken. 

Wc have suggestcd that the main purpose of moral discourse is to enable us to make 

judgemcnts which wil) provlde us with strong recommendations. However, the 

prescriptivc purpose of moral discourse will be jeopardizcd if agents do not assume that 

moral judgcrncnts arc factual or 'objective'. It thus seems reasonable to admit that such 

an assumption is presumcd in moral discourse and theory, especially given that, as was 

previously strcsscd, such a presupposition is transparent in our everyday moral 

practice. It is enough, for the internaI realist, that we show that moral discourse wou Id 

fail to fui fi Il its purposc in the absence of such a pre-supposition to justify talk of 

moral facts and objective moral reality. This is bccause, given that no foundation can 

be appcaled to to otherwise venfy that our discourses are fact-stating, it suffices to rely 

on thcir indlspensabllity to justify that we take them at face value. 

Morcover, an cxplanation in terms of the observer's psychological set cannot be a 

good explanatlOn, let alone one that is better than those based on an assumption about 

moral facts, bccause it fails to explain that and why the observer would find the 

prescriptions of her moral thcory binding. It would be an incomplete explanation, 

whereas explanations based on an assumption of the factuality of moral discourse are 

much bctter explanatlOns of why we have the moral beliefs that we have. 

Harman '!I non-cogmtivist, relying on the distinction between our beliefs and the facts, 

could reply to this that whether or not wc take our judgements to be factual in ordinary 

moral practicc IS irrc1evant to the question of whether our judgements actually are 

factual. Howcvcr, sllch a response engenders further problems, especially when the 

distinction bctwccn the facts and our beliefs about the facts is apprehended from an 
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internaI realist perspective rather than from an cxternalist perspective. III Firstly, against 

what should our moral judgements be evaluated in order to decidc thcir factual status? 

InternaI realism does not admit of a foundation against which ail judgcmcnts can be 

evaluated since it endorses a non-found .<: - .,dl conception of knowledge. There IS th us 

no basis, for the internalist, for questionmg whether moral dlscoursc 'fi'al/y' is factual, 

given the indispensability of our moral ·plctures'. As wc explamcd in the preceding 

chapter, questions of that sort, however crucial answcnng them may be for the 

externalist, do not make sense for the internahst. Hencc, any such background agamst 

which non-cognitivists would want moral judgcments to be assessed would have no 

wcight for the internaI reahst; this tncludc .. the cri tenon of ontologKal commitment 

advanced by Harman, which we are therefore also challengmg 

Harman contends that scientific pnnclples arc Ju~tltïed by thclr l'xpllll/(l/O/)' mit', and 

that scient.tic facts are thus vindicated by the faet that appcal to them IS necc~~ry an 

order to have explanations of our observatIOns that are bettcr th an othcrs. Wc have, 

however, stressed that there are very Important pragmatic rcasons why wc should 

assume that moral discourse is fact-statmg. ThiS can be cxtrapolated to a suggestIon 

that perhaps the pragmatic mIe of our moral principlcs ean bc appcalcd to 10 ~rvc as 

a similar kind of vindlcation for our moral fact~. In other 'Words, cven If Il was truc 

that moral theory is explanatorily isolated thls may not cntall that thcre arc any 

problems with the cognitive status of the moral domain. 

However, even the daim that moral theory is explanatonly Is(\h'~d can be 

challenged, Firstly, the very fact that Harrnan spcaks of it as bcing l.wlall'd shows that 

there is a type of explanation which he privileges over other kinds of explanation. And, 

of course il is easy to understand, reading hls text, that he favours scicntific 

6tThis is because such a question only makcs sense for the cxternali~t becausc 
she posits a foundation against which ail faet~ can be evaluated. 
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explanations, for reasons already explained in the characterization of his position. 

However, for internaI realists, a criterion of ontological commitment which focusses 

on the explanatory role of principles could not be taken to apply to all discourses 

without discrimination, because. ultimately, each discourse has its own criterion of 

what will count al) a good explanalion in view of ilS own purposes. Similarly, each 

discourse also pOSltS its own criterion of ontological commitment according to the 

nature of its object and according to its particular goal. Il could thus be suggested that 

one of the reasons why ethics seems explanatorily isolated when compared to science 

is bccause, on the one hand, ethical cxplanations, given the particularity of ethical 

discourse, are differcnt from scientific explanations. On the other hand, it could also 

be argued that ethics is more concerned with advancing reasons for action than with 

explaimng our observations, and thus responds to totally different criteria of ontological 

commitment. This is possible because internaI realism endorses a non-foundational 

conception of knowlcdge, where the establishment of standards of rationality is left to 

the dl~aetion of cach discourse. Hence, it may very weil be the case thal compared to 

science ethics sccms explanatorily isolated. But this is not a problem for ethics, because 

comparing it to science and rendering its cognitive status dependent on its capacity for 

meeting the standards of science is ilIegitimate, since it has its own standards of 

rational acccptabIlity. Harman is wrong to believe that its explanatory isolation is a 

problem for ethics. But not only is he wrollg concerning the criterion of ontological 

commitment, but cvcn if we accepted the latter it is not clear that we could arrive at 

his conclusions since there seems to be a way of looking at moral explanations which 

shows that they are not overriden by better ones. Harman is wrong on both counts. 
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Moral observations and the goal of ethics 

Despite ail of this, the appropriateness of the notion of moral Oh.\'t'rI'llIWIl is still 

questionable. Harman affirms the following things conccrning moral observations: 

1) The fact that you made a particular moral observation when you dld docli 
not seem to be evidence about moral facts, only eVldcncc aoout you and 
your moral sensibility. 

2) ( ... )there does not scem to be any way m which the actual nghtness or 
wrongness of a given situation can have a glven effcct on your pcrccptual 
apparatus. 

3) The moral principle may explain "why" It is wrong to sct the cat on tire. 
But the wrongncss of that act docs not appcar to hclp explain the act, 
which you observe, itself.~2 

It would be very difficult to present a line of a.~ument wtuch would prove that 

Harman is wrong in bcheving that rightncss and wrongncss du not have any cffcct on 

our percepwal apparat/ls. However, by appcaling to ordmary moral practlce, one can 

show that this needn 't bother us bccaus\! Ihe lIil1l of mora/lly 1.\ 1101 10 ('xp/am 

perception nor is if 10 descrihe the perclJB'ahll' 1l.\fJ{J('IS ({ n'Il/uy , but Il 1\ to hclp us 

understand the moral relemnce of our actions by cxplaining how thcy can affect uthcrs, 

other living beings and the progresCi of humanlty, to provldc us wlth know\cdgc of how 

to minimize the negative effects of our actions, ta hc1p us dcvc10p our ablhtlcs for 

practical reasoning, and more importantly to hclp us rt'Œwn about what IS morally 

required from us as a species. Il is preciscly bccausc cthlcs and ~cicncc dlffcr ln thclr 

respective goals that we cannat take them as dl~courscs that sharc an ontology in any 

reductive way. 

Another way of cxplaming this wou Id be to say that cthics is conccrncd with diffnent 

questions, questions which diffcr from inqUirics conccrning the natural propcrtles of 

62Harman, 1977, pp.7-8. 
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events, by wondcring about their moral characteristics such as those that explain how 

they relate to idcals of justice, equality, freedom, etc .. Science aims at describing, 

understanding, and discovcring the natural aspects of worldly events, their physical, 

chemical, biological and even social characteristics. Ethies aims at describing, 

understanding and discovering the moral aspects of worldly events. To sec that these 

two domains are diffcrent it suffices to realize that the very nature of their respective 

inquiries not only fulfills distinct funetions but also involves different methods. 

Science is dcpcndent upon experimentation to arrive at its ends because its object is 

of a sensible nature: scientific objects can be heard, secn, smelled, and touched, in 

other words, pcrceived, whether simply in virtue of our senses or in virtue of various 

kinds of apparatus that permit the extension of these senses beyond their natural limits. 

We have dlscusscd earlicr a way in which ethics is also dependent upon 

expcrimentation by strcssmg that testing moral principles consists in 'checking' their 

commands in particular situations with the ones which we would intuitively believe 

such situations to rcquirc. We have thus offered an aceount which allows us to make 

sense of talk of moral 'perceptIon' or moral 'secing', by analogy to talk of scientific 

perception. However, despite the usefulness of the analogy between scientific 

perception and moral perception, and the analogy betwecn scientific experimentation 

and moral cxpenlllcntation, it is important not to lose sight of the fact that these are 

metaphors that are only useful to the extent that they are also accompanied by the 

relevant sllbstantiations. This is an allusion to the faet that, for an internal rcalist, 

perceptIOn and experimentation depend on the sort of virtues the discourse within which 

they are lIscd is slipposed to reflect. This explains the differences between what counts 

as 'pcrception' or as 'expcrirr. Iltalion' in ethics and in science. Even these will have 

to retlect the sort of virtucs this discourse aims at reflecting. Moral experimentation 

and scicntific cxpcrimentation involve different methods because they have different 
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goals. 

Hence, it suffices to realize that ethics and science have dlfferent goals to support the 

c1aim that the moral framework is not reducible to the scientific one. As can be 

recalled, internai realism stresses that each dlscourse determines its standards of 

rational acceptability in relation to its function. Determining the se standards is 

indispensable to an appreciation of the ideal conditions that will guide declsions as to 

the truth or falsity of judgements. Conceptual relativity tells us that what will amount 

to a better or worse situation can only be determined from within a glven framework 

in light of those standards (where those standards are not reduclble to the standards of 

different conceptual schemes) and, thus, 111 light of whar IIIIS framt'work I.\' .\IIppo.\t'J 10 

do for us. Against this, positmg that moral dlscourse ean be cognitive only to the 

extent that it is similar (adheres to slmilar ~tandards) to the ~elcntifle one appcars 

unreasonable. 

In fact, those alleged dissimilarities to whlch Harman points 111 ail hls arguments are 

the very things that Justify believing that ethlcs IS a domam IIldepcndent of sclcnce. 

That it is a cognitive domain can be establishcd within an internai rcalist framework 

by appealing to our ordinary practice given the conception of rationahty as mstantiating 

itself as multiple distinct modes of rcasoning, proposed ;>t the end of the preccding 

chapter. 

Since moral observations and scientific observations have been shown both to be 

capable of corroborating theories, despite their dlfferences, (or, ~ince it has becn shown 

that scientific observations, when compared to moral observations, do not corroborate 

theories in any privileged or special. more binding way) Harman's argumcnt cannot he 

used to counter a belief ln the possibility that thcrc are moral faets, unle~s he is al50 

prepared to maintain that there might not be ~clentific facts either . 

Moreover, providing a metaphysical framework within which the notions of factuality 
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and obj cc ti vit Y are distinguished from the sense given to such notions within the 

contexts of scicntlfic inquiry is indispensable if one wants to hold this sort of non­

naturallst position in meta-ethics, to explain how there can be facts (such as moral 

facts) that arc ncithcr slmilar nor reducible to natural facts. 

InternaI rcalism offcrs such a framework by holding that factuality is dependent upon 

particular conceptual frameworks, and cannot he determined from outside those 

frameworks, hence rcndering it possible to make the claim that moral facts can only 

he asscsscd within the framework of morality by adding that different frameworks have 

diffcrent standards for dcciding what is factual and what is not in light of their 

particular allns and goals; that there is no homogencous conception of factuality that 

can apply to ail frameworks indcpendently of those aims and goals. 

Upon reflectmg on Putnam' s discussion of conccptual relativity, it becomes obvious 

that we are Jushfied in saying that moral lacIS in volve a different c1ass of exüting 

objecls, sincc existence itself is determined frorn within conceptual schemes. We are 

thus justified m believing that there are moral objects that are not reducible to natural 

objects that eXI~t. (This refers, again, to earlier discussions where we stressed that 

there are no well-defined physicalistic descriptions that can capture the class of actions 

whose descriptions would ordinarily use normative-descriptive concepts such as 'cruel', 

'wicked', 'considerate', etc.) The reason why the non-cognitivist will be confused by 

discussions of existing moral entities is that his conception of existence is related to a 

conception of the way the world is independently of our capacity to acquire knowledge 

of il. For internaI realists, however, the concept of a fact depends upon the concept of 

rational acceptabllity, and is thus epistemically constrained -and this applies also for the 

concept of ·existence'. Moreover, the question of whether there really are moral facts 

does not make sense for the internai realist because, as we have secn in the discussion 

of conceptual relativity, talk about what classes of entities there are on!y makes sense 
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from within a given framework. This is why the non-cognitivist docs not necd to bc 

worried by the fact that moral facts constitute a different c1ass of entities. ThIs in no 

way challenges the completeness of the scientific descriptions of the world: such 

descriptions are complete (or have the JX>tential to be complete) for tht' purpwît'.\' tht'y 

serve, even though they do not include moral facts. Relative to the conccptual schcmc 

of science, there are no moral facts, and relative to the moral conccptual schcme there 

are moral facts. Rather than this alll'ding to the incomplcteness of scicntific 

descriptions, it bears witness to the different purposes of scientlfic and moral discourse. 
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Conclusion 

We can draw together various strands of argument and focus the conclusions of this 

thesis if we consider another sort of issue that might bother a moral sceptic, who could 

maintain, for examplc, that moral observations seem to be related much more to one's 

emotional reactions than to facts about a moral situation. One could adhere to the 

model of corroboration of theories which 1 suggested, and yet maintain that in morality 

we arrive at our conclusions by seeing that an action deserves an evaluation of a 

specifie polarity, rather th an by judging that this is the evaluation that it deserves. 

To counter daims uf this sort 1 would hke to appeal to two points that were discussed 

carlier. Flrstly, only somcone who has a pre-cstablished conception of factuality will 

consider ethics to be in opposition to science in its demand of a cognitive status. More 

preciscly, only somcone whose metaphysical position leads her to believe in a 

fact/value dlstmction will see ethics as unqllalified for uncovering facts. Her judging 

the situation to be sllch IS due to pre-established definitions: facts are defined in 

relation to ~cientific aims; the aims of ethics are fundamentally diff':.!rent; hence ethics 

is not factllal.'" Howevcr, Plitnam alrcady stresses that values underlie our concepts of 

truth, factllahty, and objectlvlty in science as weil as in any other field, which provides 

us with reasons to bchcve that factuahty cannot be exclusively associated with domains 

which do not dcpcnd on values, without this engendering problems for the very 

possibihty of makmg factual judgements in sCience itself. 

Besides, this would be an uninteresting way of broaching the problem, as 1 already 

c1aimed. bccause it IS based on artificial considerations, considerations detached from 

6.'See the introduction for a detailed account of how these things are related. 
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our practices and our ordinary ways of talking about things, and thus ncver provides 

an answer to the actual possibility of moral cognition. Once wc make an analysis of 

ordinary moral practice and discourse we rcalize th~t we do spcak and lld as though 

there were moral facts and as though we arrived at moral conclw IlJ:iS hy way of 

judgements issued from a rational evaluation of moral situations. 

Sorne may feel that appcaling to ordinary language uses and common practlcc is not 

enough to support a positive argument in favor of moral rcallsl11. Let I11C lhcn sllgge~t 

that usual 'tactics' in 111 oral deliberatlon are slifficiently slIl1Ilar 10 para(hgmatlc ratIOnal 

practices to corroborate the vlew that 1110ral judgel11ents arc, mô\!ed, arnved al hy way 

of reasoning. 

The tirst remark that 1 would likc to makc in lhls contcxl IS dlredcd againsl the 

picture of value-acquisition implicit ln discu~~lon~ whlch contrasl moral fl'l'III1K.\ to 

moral reasollS. ThiS picture of value-acquisition can be lInked back to HUille who 

talked about an Instinctive reaction of ernpathy lowards the other as the ha~ls of our 

moral convlctions.64 

What encourages sorne people to believe that 1110rahty is rnuch more conccrned wlth 

individual or 'collectlvely encouraged' feelings th an wlth reasons IS, pcrhaps, that the 

reasoning underlying moral Judgements IS often Ilot apparent al the moment of makmg 

a given judgement. We seern to be able to say that ~ettmg the cat on fire IS wrong 

immediately upon observatIOn of that act. 

However, it is also possible that the reason why 1110 rai rcasonlllg I~ not tranl,parenl 

in ail our moral judgements IS that we have dl~tanccd ourselvcs from those rcaMlns 

because of too frequent confrontations with sllni1ar ~Ituatlons. In other words, It I~ not 

that we Jeel that the act is wrong, but rather that we are ~o u~ed to j udgc act~ of that 

64 See David Hume, A trcatise of Human Nature. cd. L.A. Selby-BIggel P,H. 
Nidditch. Oxford, 1978, volll. 
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sort as wrong, that wc no longer need to recall our reasoning before making such a 

judgement. 

This could be bcttcr understood by analogy with the mathematical case. Each of us 

once had to dr:lw pics and persons in order to decide in how many pieces two pies 

should be cut in order to share them among four people. Once we rrach maturity, ail 

of us can dlvide much more complex numbers automatically. We no longer need to 

rctlcct on the conccpt of division prior to finding an answer to those problems. It has 

bccome automatic. TllIS does not mcan, however, that were there to occur a special 

case, either in the moral situation or the mathematlcal one, we would not be able to 

return to those reasonings in order to re-assess them. 

The rcason why 1 am so convinced that moral reasoning does occur as more than just 

a re-evaluation and rcworklllg of arbitrarily established principles in relation to general 

rules and particular cascs, is that the central question of morality is one of a choice of 

a way of livmg which Will be the most admirable. This choice requires that we reason 

on what can make our human lives admirable in order for us to be able to have an 

idcal towards which to stnve. This requires that we reason on such things as what 

should be our relation ta others, to (lther beingli, etc .. Further, it requires that we 

retlcet on the actions that will most hkely help us to approach this idcal. Only then can 

we try to drvelop gencral rules and principles that can be applied to actual situations. 

That our cmotions or 'feelings of sympathy' Will play a role in attempts ta determine 

principles of action IS unavOldable bccause we are emotive beings as much as we are 

rational bemgs. and bccause we need our sensibility ta be able ta understand the 

demands of others in relation to our own. However, only our reason can help us order 

our intercsts in relation ta the Ideal we set for ourselves. Only our reason can lead ta 

an understanding that others' interests or the interests of the community must override 

ours ln certain situations. Only our rcason can make us progress from those individual 
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and communal interests to the interests of humanity. And, only our reason can help us 

criticize the \~ry ideal of admirable Iife that we set before oursclves. M Hcncc, wc did 

not arrive at the values that underlie our moral Judgemcnts by slmply attcnding to our 

feelings about the situation at hand, but by rcasoning upon the relation to the world and 

to others that our ideal dictates. Our values thn1!Jfh'es, as rht'Y e1l1t'r i11lo moral dlOiCt', 

are rationally weighed, ordered and chosen. 

The biggest problem for emotivist meta-ethical positIons is that thcy sccm to be 

unable to explain moral progress. However, thcre are wilnesscs 10 moral cvolution 

through time. The most obvious example is the fact that slavery has been aholishcd. 

More subtle ones involve the IIlcrcasing tolerancc of ways of livmg dcviant from the 

'normal' ones, the decreasing levcl of outward racism 111 our socletlcs etc. 

Emotivists could reply that our sensibility has become sophisticated. But thls heg"i the 

question, for in virtue of what has lt been sophisticated If not in vlrtue of rationahty? 

6!'iIt would be interesting to note that the dlfference betwccn what is sllggcsted 
here and consequentialist theories is that contrary to the latter, internaI reah~m ln 

ethics allows for the possibility of cnticlzing thls moral idcal as much as It allows 
for the possibility of criticizll1g the more general ideal of human flourishing. To the 
contrary, consequentialist moral realist doctrines which arc developcd on the pattern 
of foundational theories of knowledge poSlt the idcal of maximlllng utlllty or 
happiness as an absolllte end-point which serves as a ratIOnal basls for moral 
knowledge. The means to achievp maximizing utlllty can thus hc latlonally rcviscd, 
but the ideal of morality itself cannot. ThIS however has the unforlunate 
consequence that it cannot allow for the posslbllily of ~ecll1g moral progrc"is express 
itself as an evolution of our conception of what the regulatlve ideal of morahty 
should be. We should leave open the possiblllly that we ought to stnve to do morc 
than just maximize utility or happiness. There may be actIons that we ought to do 
whether or not they satisfy those lItJlltanan Ideals. Moreover, wc should also lcavc 
open the possibility that there IS a plura/jry of r(,~lIlallve moral Id('als which depcnd 
on the relative importanct: and the goal that dlfferent cultures as~ign to morality in 
their quest for knowledgc of the world. Il may very weil be the case that the rcason 
why c,onsequentialism has so mllch sllccess 111 we~tcrn culture IS that It glves a 
relatively more important role to knowledge acqUlred from other domains; thili 
would also explain why non-cognitivlsm has been popular for ~o long. There may 
be cultures who place the acqUIsitIOn of moral knowledge at the center of thelr 
lives. These may have a much strÎCter ide.-11. 

An internaI realist response to natllrali~t moral reall~t positIons could be devclopcd 
around this problem. This too, however, WIll have to be part of another projcct. 
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The best cxplanation of moral evolution is that our capacities for moral rcasoning and 

our moral understanding of the world have improved, and thus that we now have a 

bctter idcal of an admirable life, and better rational tools to evaluate it and guide its 

application via principles. For the internai rcalist, moral progress and scientific 

progress cannot be dlssociated, given the interdependence of an idea of human 

tlourishing and of a conception of rationahty: if our conception "f rationality has 

cvolved, then our idea of human flourishing also evolved, and vice versa. That science 

has eV01ved is not indcpendent of the fact that our conception of rationality has evolved 

(we argucd carlicr that a conception of rationality is nccessary prior l') any quest for 

knowledge), and hencc, not independent of the fact that our idea of human flourishing, 

also, has cvolvcd. But if our Idea of human flourishmg has evolved, then so has our 

ideal of admirable life. Moral progress and scientific progress go hand in hand. 

The discussion of the role of moral reasoning in effecting moral judgements and in 

choosing moral values in ordmary moral practice can be combined with the suggestion 

that rationality expresses itself in diffcrent and non-reductive modes of reasoning in 

diffcH.!nt conceptual schemes to counter arguments to the effcet that ethics is a non-

cognitive domain. 

1 wou Id Iike to conclude tins discussion by making the following remark. Despite 

their diffcrcnces, ethics and science can be reconciled not only by stressing that they 

are both cognitive domains, but also by recalling the importance of having an idea of 

human flourishing, an idca of the good, prior to any quest for knowledge. In the 

prcceding chapter we discussed the role played by such an idea in the choice of our 

cognitive values. The ideal of an admirable life which 1 suggest is the guide of our 

judgements ln eth les is not foreign to this idea of cognitive flourishing. 

ln fact, The Companion in Guilt Argument could be further developed to claim that, 

howevcr different in their methods and in their standards of rational acceptability, 

• 
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ethics and science both depend on the same initial step of positing an idea of the good. 

That this idea of the good, however rationally postulatcd, is also chargcd with our 

'feelings' is unavoidable insofar as we cannot divorce the dcmands of our scnsibility 

from the rational elements that, collaborating wlth them. influence our rclkx:tioll on the 

sorts of things that can make us flourish. If cthic~ IS to be condclIlncd for !cHing 

similar feelings emerge through its judgcmcnts then so is science, bccausc, even if 

scientific j"dgements appear to be devoid of thcir presence, it cannot be c1aimcd that 

scientifi.: inquiry itself enjoys such freedom. Moreovcr, glvcn that thc end of our 

general quest for knowledge is 10 have a picture of rcaltty that will satisfy the idca of 

the good, it is not clear al ail that scicnce dominatcs cthlcs more th an tt I~ Ils servant. 

InternaI realism, by insisting that notions of objectlvity, factualtty and truth can only 

be determined from withtn conceptual framcworh, and by strcs\lI1g that thosc 

conceptual frameworks must be consldered as non-rcdllctive tn~ofar as thcy tnvolvc 

different practices and different aims, makes Il possible to maintam that cthic~ IS on a 

par with science in its exigcncy of a cognitive status. Morcover, moral cognition is 

rendered possible without necessitating a reconstruction of moral practlcc and a re­

interpretation of moral concepts to make ethics fit to mecl the standards of scicnce; an 

occurrence that would have the unfortunatc consequence of depriving cthics of its 

particularity. 
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