
CHAPTERV 

Moral Realism and Objectivity 

When we discuss. whether realism in :the moral domain is appropriate, we should have 

in mind the consideration of· objectivity The question of objectivity in ethics, as 

elsewhere, is bound up with questions of truth, justification etc. We shall consider now. 

how or in what sense we can speak of truth of moral sentences and in what sense they 

can be justified. 

I 

Moral sentences often have the grammatical form of a proposition and if it is a 

propositio11; then it possesses a truth-value. However, it has been said that moral 

sentences, even though possessing the syntax of an ordinary indicative sentence, are not· 

true or false. This is the view of the anti-realists in ethics regarding the truth of moral 

sentences. The most prominent anti-realists are the expressivists. The expressivists are· 

· the non-cognitivists who have· alligned themselves to the view that there are no moral 

facts or truths. According ·to an experssivist, moral judgments, typically couched in 

indicative form are certainly not intended or evaluated as straightforward cases of truth 

or falsehood. It is hard to believe that moral judgments contain one relevant kind of 

state - belief- and one kind of expression of it. Someone who has not believed it is 

Wittgenstein in the 1929 . "Lectures on Ethics. "1 Wittgeilstein' s central and repeated 

claim is that no statement of fact can ever be, or imply, a judgment of absolute value. 
. . 

"Ethics, if it is anything, is supernatural and our words will only express facts as a tea 

cup will only hold a tea cup full of water even if I were to pour out a gallon over it. "2 
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"There are no ethical facts in the world to correspond to ethical truths. Ethics 

does not describe facts - ethical facts. Wittgenstein was not merely contrasting ethical 

facts with scientific ones, for he explicitly adds that the book of the world contains not 

only all scientific truths, but all truths, and still no ethics. And the thrust of 

Wittgenstein' s belief must surely be that it is from a different standpoint than that of the 

descriptive that ethics is found. It is found, perhaps when we think not of description 

but of feelings in the will, and this explains the elusiveness, even the threat of vanishing 

of the ethical propositions. ,,3 

Simon Blackburn says that although this view was· expressed by Wittgenstein in 

1929 when his view was not fully fledged, Wittgenstein never gave .any indication of 

changing this view. What is reported to have happened later is crucial. Rush Rhees 

reports a conversation with Wittgenstein in "Some Developmen~s in· Wittgei:lstein's 

views of Ethics',4 where considering an etlucal dilemma whether Christian ethics is right or 

wrong he complains: 

But we do not know what this decision would be like -how it 

would be determined, what sort of criteria should be used and 

so on. Compare sa)ring that it must be possible to decide ~hich 

of two standards of accuracy is the right one. We do not even 

know what a person who asked the question is after. 5 

Rhee~ reports another conversation ofl945. We find Wittgenstein saying: 
. . . . 

Someone may say, "There is still the difference between truth and 

falsity. Any ethical judgment in whatever system may be true or 

false". Remember that "P is true" means simply "P". If I s~y, 

"Although I believe that so and so is good, I may be wrong": this 

says :no more than thafwhat I assert may be denied. 
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Or suppose someone says, "One of the ethical systems must be 

the right one or nearer the right one". Well, suppose I say 

Christian ethics is the right one. Then I am making a judgment . 

of value. It amounts to adopting Christian ethics. It is·not like 

saying that one of these physical theories must be the right one. 

The way in which some reality corresponds - or conflicts - with 

a physical theory has no counterpart here. 6 

Coinmenting on the above passages, Blackburn says, "Here, Wittgenstein not 

only turns his back on the appeal to a moral reality, serving to make one opinion "the 

right one. He explicitly contrasts the case with that of physics where, he says, there is a 

different way in which reality does correspond or conflict with theory.'~7 

What is apparent inthe above passage, and in others, is a dismissive attitude to 

the introduction of truth, reality or fact, in ethics. Wittgenstein's constant characteristic 

stand is against using facts and the rest as separate elements in our description of the 

moral language game. Wittgenstein's worries have been shared by the expressionists. 

Who are the expressionists? They are the non-cognitivists clubbed together. 

Expressivists typically make three claims. The first claim is that moral sentences do not 

have truth-values. The second claim is that moral assertions do not describe the world .. 

The third claim is that moral assertions do express emotions or other n~n-cognitive 

states, such as attitudes or desires. The first two claims rule out truth-conditions and 

. descriptions and are negative semantic claims. It is ·partly because of the negative 

claims that the expressivists tum to an expressivist function to explain the meaning of 

moral sentences. It is a matter of doubt whether the prescriptivists could also be called 
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expressionists for they do not speak of expressions of desires, motivations or plans. But 

let us for the time being accept this genus "Expressionism" to accommodate all the 

non-cognitive varieties of moral theory. The prescriptivists are included, we believe, 

because oftheir emphasis onnon.:.cognitivity. 

The basic issue of expressionism is about questions such as: Are there 

propositions in ethics? In other words: Do ethical sentences express propositions? This 

question has been debated over and over again. In the wake of logical positivism, Ayer 

shocked us by proposing an ethics Without propositions. 8 According to him, a strictly 

philosophical treatise on ethics should make no substantive ethical pronouncements. 

Moral predicates are literally meaningless. He turned ethics into a domain of 

interjectional expressions. The more sophisticated successors, Hare9
, Stevenson10

, 

Blackburn1i, Gibbard/2 Timmons13 lnight not be so bold as to characterize matters just 

this way, but the root idea is the same. Expressivists all agree that the incorporation of 

moral predicates in statements adds no new information. Although moral discourse 

wears a surface of assertoric content, its deep structure is different in that it provides a 

medium not for the depiction of facts but rather for the expression of attitude . 

. According to this expressivist form of moral anti-realism, both moral realism and its 

error-theoretic opposition, are guilty of a lnistake comparable to the assumption of a 

truth condition for an individual sentence which is actually being used to express a rule 

or an order. These tendencies as we have pointed out have distinguished adherence:. 

The dominant expressionist theory of emotivism is adumbrated in the writings 

of Urmson and received its present form from Charles Stevenson. According to 

Stevenson, ethical sentences express the speaker's attitude and are not any description 

of the attitude just as a sign or gesture may be a more vivid depiction of a state of mind 
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than a verbal description 'That was a reprehensive thing for you to do" may be more 

vivid than "I am much annoyed at what you have done." Stevenson maintains that there 

are no sound normative or evaluative arguments; that ultimate normative principles 

have no rational basis or that the difference between right and wrong, good and bad, 

better or worse is merely a matter of our feeling or attitude. No disagreement in nioral 

matters is rationally resolvable. The emotivist account of reasoning is utterly different 

from ideal reasoning in science, because facts and observation cannot support ethical 

conviction in the way in which .they do in theories of science. The scientific, empirical 

method of verification is not sufficient for ethics. 

R. M. Hare's prescriptivisiD, like emotivism is also a non-cognitivist meta

ethical theory about the ~ature, meaning and function of moral language. According to 

him moral language is prescriptive; it is a species of prescriptive language, and no. 

prescription is description. Moral language is used to prescribe a course of action. 'To 

prescribe' means to guide conduct or action or choice. A prescription, like an 

imperative sentence, is an answer to the question: What shall I do? And when the 

answer is given, we know what we are to do. 

Prescriptivism seeks to reject the possibility that moral terms, particularly, 

'good' stand for some properties or chara,cteristics that things and actions may have. 

The word 'good' does not refer to anything, but is used to perform certain functions, 

. such as commending, choosing, soliciting, advising, etc. Whyreas Moore and Ross had 

asked: To what do value-words refer? Hare asked: What jobs they are used to do. His 

main point against both the naturalist and the intuitionist's understanding of value

words is that if you take value wprds to be descriptive, you put them out of work; it is 

then logically impossible for them to do any of the jobs which they are primarily used 
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to do in language. The sentences containing value-words like 'good', 'bad', 'wrong', 

'ought', etc., are not descriptions at all. Making a value judgment, either moral or non-

moral is to. commit oneself to doing something either in a moral context or out of it 

respectively. So, from the prescriptivist position the question of truth of monil 

judgements does not arise at all. Because moral judgments are not descriptions of any 

states of affairs, they do not state what is the case or fact; hence, they are neither true 

nor false. 

The attractiveness of non-cognitive-expressivist account· consists m their 

ontology without an extra baggage of moral facts, properties and relations. We need not 
. . 

add these to our world view in order to accommodate moral talk. Ontologically, the 

picture. is simpler than that proposed by the cognitivists. Additionally, expressism 

avoids the epistemological shortcorirings alleged to beset -its. competitors. Since there ~s 

· no moral truths to be known, expressivists need not entangle themselves in the 

epistemological problems involved in explaining the perception of a sue generis realm 

of facts. This has been a perennial worry of non-naturalists - those cognitivists who 

reject naturalism, and so reject any reduction of moral properties to natural properties, 

i.e., properties whose instantiations are empirically, and therefore, scientifically 

varifiable. · 

Lastly, non-cognitivists, ·especially of the emotivist variety, have a ready 

explanation of the practicality of ethics. Stevenson14 described this _as the 'magnetism' 

of moral judgement. Judging something right is thought to entail a motivation to do it, 

and this is perfectly explained, as the emotivists claim; because such judgements are 

expressions of connative elements of our outlook. On a broadly Humean theory of 
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motivation which we have recounted in Chapter III, here, .moral judgments alone can 

motivate, depending on the accompanying attitude that receives expression therein. 

Let us see now how far the expressionist theory withstands scrutiny. Neither 

emotivism nor prescriptivism is cut off from factuality and therefore truth. Both 

Stevenson and Hare claim that moral expressions have a bi-partite nature, the sum of 

emotive and descriptive components in the first case ( emotivism) and the sum of 

prescriptive and descriptive . components in the second (prescriptivism}. Thus, · 

Stevenson says that a. moral judgment has two· kinds of meaning; descriptive and 

emotive. The moral judgrilent, "X is good'\ can be analyzed into "I approve of this; do 

so as well". The former clause which looks like an empirical sentence represents the 

descriptive meaning and the latter clause, which has the form of aii imperative, the 

emotive meaning. So, in a moral judgment descriptive and emotive meanings are 

combined. 

Stevenson contends that the. distinction between truth and falsity does not apply 

to utterances with emotive meaning. A description may be true or false and insofar as 

· moral judgments are descriptive, this distinction does apply to them. If I say, "This is 

good", it may be true or false that "I approve of this.:. " or that this can replace the 

variables "X, Y, Z .... "But" ... do so as well", and the laudatory emotive meaning of 

'good' are neither true nor false. Stevenson concedes that someone who agreed with my 

saying 'This is _good" might express agreeme~t by saying 'That's true", but _in such a 

case the remark would, in effect, be equivalent to an ethical judgment of the speaker's 

own. 15 Obviously, Stevenson means to say that it would not be a statement of fact. 

J. 0. Urrnson rejects16 Stevenson's contention. He asks whether or not it would 

make sense to say, for instance, "Is it true.that killing is wrong?" This question seems 
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to him no less meaningful than, for instance, "Is it true that it is six O'clock?" It would, 

. as a rule, be odd to say "Is it true that killing is wrong?", but then it would be equally 

odd to ask, "Is it true that it is six O'clock?" rather than "Is it six O'clock?" The 

conditions which have to be fulfilled to remove the oddness in both cases· are: (i) it 

must have been put to us that such-and-such is the case and we are surprised or · 

doubtful; and (ii) we must be addressing our question to someone whom we consider to 

be dependable or to be an authority. Even when all clocks have stopped working, the 

question "Is it true that it is six O'clock?" will make sense. So, whether or not we 

believe jt empirically possible to find the answer, the question ''Is it true that killing is 

wrong?" makes as much sense. In this way, Urmson tries to show the affinity in the. 

logical· behaviour of the two types of question. 

Moreover, whenever a moral disagreement ariseS there are both disagreement in 

attitude and disagreement in belief Only by differentiating them and recognizing the 

presence of both can a "full picture" of "the varied functions" of ethical language, 

which is "in touch with practi~e" can be drawn. 17 It is true that according to Stevenson 

the connection between beliefs and attitudes is "never logical." It is always logically 

possible that the beliefs concerned should be adopted and the attitudes rejected, or vice 

versa. But, Stevenson nowhere denies that, in praCtice, certain beliefs and attitudes go 

so closely together that frequently, perhaps invariably, if you bring anyone to accept 

beliefs, you bring him to adopt the attitudes and vice. versa. Hence all references· to 

cognitive component in moral language cannot be shed off 

In recent Uterature on moral realism's concern with truth, it has been argued that 

any moral disagreement involves something which may properly be regarded as a 
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cognitive shortcoming, such as ignorance of relevant data or inferential error. It means 

that one of the parties to any disagreement holds a false belief about the disputed 

judgment. We should also include ignorance, prejudice besides false beliefs about 

relevant non-moral considerations, meaning thereby that parties to a disagreement share 

. non-moral beliefs. It cannot simply be a disagreement in attitudes as some expressivists 

seem to suggest. 18 

Hare insists that value words do not mean or cannot be reduced to descriptive 

words, nor can a value judgment be deduced from purely factual premises. But there. is 

something which it is never logically legitimate to say. We would puzzle our hearers if 

we said that two things, A and B, are alike in every respect except that A is good ~d B 

is not; or if we said that two actions, C and D, were exactly the same except that C was 

right, or obligatory, and D was not. They woUld insist that there must be some other 

difference to account" for this one. Differences in value are to be accounted for by 

differences of another kind as other sorts of differences do not. Hare concurs with 

Moore in holding that the relationship between value judgments and the naturalistic 

descriptions upon which they are supervenient is not one of entailment due to 

equivalence of meaning. He, nevertheless, grants that the justification, or ground, of 

goodness, · rightness or oughtness respectively lies in certain non-evaluative 

characteristics of the thing or action judged. 19 The cognitive or propositional element 

has been introduced by Hare ~hen he says that morality is capable of a rational 

procedure. Imperatives and moral judgments figure in inference as much as factual 

statements. This is made possible by making the distinction between the phrastic and 

the neustic. The phrastic is the common element of meaning shared by indicative and 

imperative sentences, factual statements and value judgments, colllffiands and 
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statements. It is the subject matter referred to by an indicative, factual statement and the 

corresponding imperative or value judgment. The neustic is the sign of mood. The 

phrastic shows what is said, the neustic shows how what is said, is said, or what is 

asserted, is asserted. This corresponds to the disti.ilction between propositional content 

and illocutionary force introduced by Searle in his writings on speech acts. It is by 

virtue of the phrastic that logical relations may hold between imperatives as well as 

indicatives, statements of fact and value judgments, because the logical words which. 

govern any piece of reasoning "are best treated as part of the phrastics of sentences" 

and "this means that they .~e common grounds between indicatives and imperatives". 20 

Hare goes· on to suggest that, since logical words appear in the phrastic, it should be 

possible "to reconstruct the ordinary sentential calculus in terms of phrastic only, and 

then apply it to indicatives and imperatives alike simply by adding the appropriate 

neustics. "21 What Hare recommends for indicatives. and imperatives, applies to any 

prescriptive language, mutatis mutandis, in relation to factual, non-prescriptive 

language. What we are trying to say is that expressism cannot rule out the element of 

cognitivity and ac·cessibility to truth in their theory construction. 

This is not all. He knows that alongside prescriptivity, universalizability is the 

. . 

mainstay of Hare's philosophy. What Hare means by universalizability of value 

judgments is that universalizability is partially a matter of descriptive· meaning rules. It 

.-- is true that questions of value - to recall Moore's open-question argument - cannot be 

settled merely by reference to the meanings of the words used. A value judgment 

always applies, or invokes, something more than a meaning rule, namely, a synthetic 

standard or principle, yet we have to keep in mind that there are similarities between 

evaluative and descriptive terms with regard to their universalizability. Hare says " ... 
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the feature of value-judgments which I call universalizability is simply that which they 

share with descriptive judgments; namely the· fact that both carry descriptive 

meaning. "22 To point out the similarities between descriptive words and moral words, 

Hare writes: "If I call a thing red, I am committed to calling anything else like it red. 

And if I c~ll a thing a good X, I 3m committed to calling any X like it good. "23 We are . 

justified, in view of the descriptive element in our moral evaluation, that ethics cannot 

be fully shorn off the descriptive element. The descriptions, on which the value words 

are supervenient, are the criteria for application of the value words. The descriptions 

are informative, they convey information and information is always true or false. 

The expressivist's negative semantic thesis also runs into trouble because 

moral sentences fit smoothly into many contexts that seem to require truth-values. We, 

in our everyday conversation call moral sentences true, false, known, unknown, and 

justified, unjustified, etc. We say, e.g., "It is true that lying is wrorig." "The claim that 

terrorism is justified is simply false", "I was mistaken when I held that abortion is 

immoral". We also ascribe propositional attitudes to moral claims: "I believe what I am 

doing is \vrong", ''I doubt that what I am going to do is moral." We have also such uses 

as, "Dishonesty was always wr0ng; it will remain wrong in the futlire and as long as we 

live". We have examples of negation, disjunction and conditionals- all logical relations 

· in moral sentences. Walter Sinnott-Armstrong has cited the following cases: 

Negation: It ts not the case that capital punishment is wrong (Cf. Sinnott

Armstrong24Disjunction: Either contraception is morally wrong or abortion is not 

morally wrong. (Cf. Blackburn and Gibbardi5 
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Conditionals: !flying is wrong so is paying your little brother to lie for you. (Cf Geach 

and Searle)?6 

Contexts like these provide evidence that. moral sentences can have truth-values, 

because it is hard to explain these uses of moral language without ascribing truth-values 

· to moral sentences. 

In response, expressivists have granted that moral sentences have a minimal 

kind of truth. They, of course, deny that moral sentences have the robust sense of truth 

ofbeing hooked on to the facts- corresponden~e to real facts. It is sufficient if there is 

truth of a minimalist kind. What is a minimalist theory of truth? Minimalism is an 

increasingly popular position according to which a certain view of truth, often called 

'minimalism about truth 'leads pretty well immediately, and in any case without · 

· recourse to the considera:tions distinctive of the debates ·concerning ethics, to the 

conclusion that ethical sentences and (indicative conditionals)are truth-apt. A variant of 

this position distinguishes kinds of truth, and holds that thin truth, or disquotational 

truth, or at any rate some core, non-robust concept of truth, ·cannot sensibly be denied. to 

ethical sentences, and that accordingly the live issues should be thought ofas whether, 

on some thick or robust notion of truth- perhaps tied to reality in some metaphysically 

heavy weight sense, or to mind independence, or to evidence- independence, ethical 

sentences are truth-apt. 

The minimalist theories differ in various ways; what binds them together is that 

most such theories derive from Alfred Tarski. T~ski roughly argued that a theory of 

truth for a language would assign individuals to nanies and sets to predicates in such a 

way as. to imply all instances of the Schema T. "S" is true if ahd only if S. So 
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minimalism about truth means that the appropriate substitute in the T-scheme, "S" is 

tnie if S delivers truth conditions for ethical sentences. Thus, substituting (T) we might . 

get (I) Torture is wrong is true if torture is wrong. So the argument runs, Torture is 

wrong, has a truth value and is thereby truth-apt. A minimal theory of truth then says, 

again roughly, that this is all there is to Ia:ow about truth. 27 

According to this theory, only those sentences can be true which can substitute 

"S" in the Schema T. It is clear that questions and imperatives will not fit the schema 

and are not true or false. · Some answers to questions can be accommodated in an 

elliptical manner. For example, if someone asks, "How many came to the lecture?" The 

response is "Seventy five," and a listener responds, "That's true." He can call "seventy . 

five" true because it is equivalent to "Seventy five persons came to the lecture." It is 

also the case that performative sentences like "I name this ship Queen Elizabeth" which 

are neither true nor false capable of being true or false in this technich of embedding. 

The .moral sentences are left out from the minimalist theory because their. 

grammatical form comoufledges their logical form. For example, if a sentence like 

"You should return your friends' visits", has the grammatical form that it appears to 

have, but has the logical form, "Greetings (hurrah) for returning your friends' visits" or 

"~eturn your friends' visits" then it does not fit into Schema T. So it cannot have 

min~mal truth-aptness. However, t~is objection of the expressivi~ts is not based on a 

proper application of the traditional view oflogical form. The matter has been stated in 

this way: 
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On the traditional view of logical form, one sentence gives the 

logical form of another only if one is true whenever the other 

is. This test, however, creates problems for expressivists who 

claim that the .logical form of an evaluative sentence is an 

exclamation or an imperative. 28 

The point of the above observation is that "You ought to return ·your 

friends' visits" is not true whenever "Greetings (hurrah) for returning your friends'. 

visits" is true. Why it is not so is becaus~ of the reason that the former is grammatically 

embeddable in constructions such as· "It is true ... , " while the latter is not. We cannot 

· but accept this analysis of logical form. For it has been accepted in all other cases. 

Philosophers reject an analysis of the _logical form of a definite description, as did 

. Russell or·of an action sentence,. as did Davidson if there are circumstances where the 

analyzed sentence is true but its analysis is not true. If this test. would apply to 

expressivist' s analysis of moral sentences then the distinction between grammatical 

form and logical form will not prevent moral sentences from being minimally true?9 

As rninimalism would have .it, saying that some moral claim is true is just a way 

of (re-)asserting the claim, and carries no commitment beyond that expressed by the 

· original claim. Thus, if one is to claim that 'murdering innocent children for fun is 

wrong" one·can comfortably claim that "'murdering innocent children for fun is wrong' 

is true', ·without thereby taking· on any additional metaphysical baggage. Since the 

expressivist would presumably be willing to claim that" 'murdering innocent children 

for fun' is wrong", they can acknowledge that the claim is true too, and it would ~·e a 

mistake to see that addition as any sort of renunciation of their non-cognitivism. Having 
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said that "it is true that 'murdering innocent children for fun is Wrong'", it seems 

similarly innocuous for the non-cognitivist to grant that it is a fact. After all, they can 

argue, to say of some claim that what it say~ is a fact, is itself just a way of (re-) 

asserting the claim, and it too carries no coinmitment beyond that expressed by the 

original claim. Grammar alone, it seems," renders talk of truth and fact appropriate and 

does so without incurring. the sort of metaphysical conimitments that are rightly 

associated .with genuine realism. . 

The upshot of the discussion on minimalism involves supposing that the 

expressivist has somehow made out what his position comes to without appealing to a 

contrast between, on the one hand, those claims tl;lat are properly seen as truth-valuable 

and, on the other hand, those that are not. The minimalist version of truth aptness 

makes sense ofthe semantics of moral terms in a :way that-will support seeing claims 
. ~ . . 

· that use them as truth-evaluable. 

We intend to conClude this section with a remark by Stephen Toulmin. 

Toulminwondred that he has never come across an "imperative· doctrine of truth"," . 

especially considering that it would be easy and entertaining to develop one I and cjuite 

a plausible one, too. He says. "Could one nit argue, with considerable force that to say 

that a conclusion is 'true' is not to attribute a 'property 'to the conclusion, or to express 

one's 'attitude' towards it, but is just to evince one's belief in it , and to bring pressure 
. . . 

to bear on one's hearers in the hope that they will assent to it and believe it as well?" 

· We may ·recall that Touli:nin develop~d a sort of inference in which the ethical 

conlusion follows validly_ from factual :reasons. He called :'evaluative inference". -Hare 

noted that· and criticized that in· The Language of Morals". Hare devised the logic of 
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imperatives, which he called, following Aristotlt, practical inference, but he showed no 

inclination of developing an "imperative doctrine of truth". 

II 

The moral realist's commitment to moral objectivitY can be approached from a 

conception of justification. Objectivity is a serious worry for the moral. realist. 

Justification of inoral beliefs is a way of responding to this worry. It is a powerful 

devise to answer .the skeptical arguments that have threatened the prospects of moral 

knowledge. The moral skeptic would argue that· if any person S is ever justified in 
. . 

believing any moral claim .that p, then S must be able to infer· p from some other 

beliefs of S. This is clearly the regress argument because there remains pending the 

question of whether the source beliefs themselves are justified Justification presupposes 

a distinction between knowledge and belief Since beiiefs are contestable and hence 

. lack truth in different degrees, it is necessary to provide justification for . them. 

Providing justification is a method. of supplying reasons· or evidences to maximize the 

reasonableness or the warrantability of the beliefs. And the essential feature of 

justification is that it . is truth-conducive; to justify a belief is to link it to some 

· feature/features that increases the likelihood of its being true. 

There are two dominant theories of justification: foundationalism and 

coherenticism. However, another theory of justification pas gained currency in the 

justification of moral beliefs.· It is ethical intuitionism. We shall have a look to this 

theory before we take up the other theories. 

Intuitionism was developed by philosophers like H.A. Prichard31 and W.D. Ross32 

. who were the contemporaries of Moore. Intuitionism is basically a theory about what 
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actions would be right or obligatory with regard to any situation. However, it has also 

functioned as a theory of moral justification. It has been· argued by the intuitionist 

theory . of justification that our moral Judgements derive their justification from 

principles which are self-evident. A proposition p is self-evident if adequately 
. ' 

understanding and attentively considering p is sufficient to justify believing that p. It 

seems to us self-evident thai, ·other things being equal, it is wrong to take pleasure in 

another's pain, to taunt and threaten the vulnerable, to prosecute and punish the 

innocent, etc. We directly perceive the wrongness or the rightness of these acts. The 

apprehension is immediate, in precisely the sense in which a mathematical proposition 

is immediate33
. In both, seeing the wrongness of an action and seeing that a three-sided 

. figure, in virtue of its being three-sided, must have three angles are immediate in the 

sense that in both, insight into the nature of the subject directly leads us to recognize 

the predicated we ascribe to them. We can thus say that according to mo~al intuitionism 

dome believers are justified in holding some moral beliefs independently of whether the 

believer is able to infer those moral beliefs from any other beliefs. When a believer is 

justified in this way we say that he is justified non-inferentially. The defining claim of 

moral intuitionism is then that some believers are justified non-inferentially in holding 

some moral beliefs. This is not ·a claim about all justified moral beliefs. Moral 

intuitionists claim only that a special class of moral beliefs can be justified non-

inferentially. All other justified beliefs are justified by inference from those 

foundational moral beliefs. Moral intuitionists, again, do not agree about which moral 

beliefs are justified non-inferentially. They differ, first, on the content of those moral 

beliefs - on whether the foundational beliefs are about what is good as was supposed 

by Moore or whether they are about what is right as was held by Prichard and Ross. 
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Moral intuitionists also differ on the generality of the non-inferentially justified moral 

beliefs - on whether they are ab~tract general philos<;>phical Claims or judgements, for 

example, Sidgwick' s principle of Universal Benevolence or particular acts and choices. 

These differences lead different moral intuitionists to claim different sources to explain 

how moral beliefs can be justified non-inferentially. Moral intuitionists also disagree 

about Which features of moral beliefs make them justified non-inferentially. These 

different aspects can be lumped together under a broad .definition of moral intuitionism 

that some believers are justified non-inferentially in holding some moral beliefs. 

However, intuitionism as a theory of moral justification has been criticized and 

from the very beginning .It occurred to Prichard that there are possible objections to his 

' . 
view that duty is. self-evident. How, in the light of it , are we to explain the irr~soluble 

differences of opinion about wliat ciught to be done? And if obligations are self-evident 

how are we to know what to do when they conflict? Ross has tried to overcome the · 

conflict of duties by making the distinction between actual duty and prima facie duty. 

But this distinction does not serve the purpose for which it was made. About the non-

inferentiality of moral beljefs It has been observed that many comnion people may hold 

certain beliefs non-inferentially when a philosopher could produce an inferential 

justification. In the relevant· sense, a person can infer a belief when the. person has 

enough information to form other beliefs to serve as premises in an inference that has 

the moral belief as conclusion .. It :p:1ay also be pom.ted out that non-inferentiality. is a 

matter of ability, often of psychological ability. There may be persons who hold moral 

beliefs without being able to infer them from anything. However, these are questions of 

psychology and must not intrude into questions of justification. And the core thesis of 

moral intuitionism has the advantage of being able to meet skeptical challenge. If a 
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belief can be justified independently of any actual inference, then there is no 

dependence on any inference with any new premise that needs to be justified. 

Shafer Landau34 has shown that not all beliefs could be self-evident. He speaks of 

a class of beliefs n christened by him as veridical beliefs. Veridical beliefs are all things 

considered moral assessment of beliefs in particular circUmstances. To be justified in 

any such beliefs, it seems that ·one must be first justified in holding certain empirical 

beliefsabout the existenpe of the relevant grounding facts. Shafer Landa~ cites the 

example of Rimmler's role in the Second World War. To believe, for instance, that it as 
. . . 

wrong for Rimmler to have encouraged his troops to the murders that· they were 

committing, one must first hold that Rimmler . was in fact issuing those 

encouragements. One is nit justified in believing the moral verdict just on the basis of 

understanding it. ' since, one may, for instance, lack any believe to· the effect that 

Rimmler encouraged his troops .in this way. The important point is that verdictive 

beliefs are not candidates for self-evidence, just because an adequate understanding of 

their content is never sufficient to warrant belief in them. Empirical beliefs are required 

··in order to yield epistemic justification. The plausible next step is to insist that veridical 

moral beliefs are ultimately supervenient on non-moral beliefs. 

There have been recent attempts to reconstruct intuitionism on contex~al lines. 

Here the centrai point wo_uld be that contextual features of a belief determines its 

justification. Since there is no apriori requirement that these features all operate 

through inference, intuitive, non-inferential justification . of beliefs is not precluded. 

They might, e.g., be construed as deliverances of a moral sense, regarded as much like 

a perceptual faculty. Singular moral beliefs may be defeasible. One could defend these 
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beliefs because they are contextually groooded and not because they are justified by 

inferential ground which may crumble. These lines of thinking have taken an empiricist 

view of intuitionism although historically intuitionism is strongly associated with 

rationalism. Moral beliefs are justified because they are held to come from a broadly 

perceptual faculty, from an intuitive sense of obligatoriness, or from some other . 

empirical source sensitive to moral properties. One way in which· moral justification 

can be quasi-perceptual is by way of morally sensitive agents responding to the natural 

properties which are the base on which the relevant moral properties supervene. A 

rationalist. intuitionist like Ross has mentioned this as 'consequential'. If I feel 

indignant when I see some street urchins throwing stones. at a man, who is old and 

· infirm, the moral indignation may also have non-inferential evidential value. The moral 

sensitivity need not be geared directly to a ba5e property; it may also be a response to. 

something that is produced by one or more base properties in a way that adequately 

evidences the moral property in question. It is in the light of this sti;o11g supervenience 

relation that intuitionism provides for an objective non-inferential groood for justifying 

moral beliefs. 

A reconstruction in this line has been made out by Robert Audi35 and we have 

already mentioned him in connection with discussing Mackie's error theory. The 

· contextual reconstruction, to my mind, cart take care of the objection that was brought 

by R.M. Hare 36 against. the self--evident ·principles in mo.rality ·justifying our moral 

action. According to Hare, if principles of conduct like, 'Never say what is false' are 

self-evident, then it becomes impossible to take decisions in situations which we face 

for the first time, which are quite unfamiliar, and we have no past decisions either of 

our own or of other people, to guide us. A self-evident moral principle like 'Never say 

102 



what is fals~' requires me to take a decision "in advance about a very great number of 

individual cases, with orily the information about them that they are all cases of saying 

what is false" Audi's interpretation brings into focus the special nature of the case in 

which the moral agent is placed and justification is defeasible. It is intuitively clear to 

. me that I am to help a neighbour who is in .dire financial crisis because of a misfortune. 

But I might need reflection;, deliberation and inference if the neighbour meant to take 

booze or drug with the money. 

However, to call a belief intuitively justified given that our everyday 

conteXtual assumptions _will apply to it is not very illuminating. It will b.e · 

limited to very few, real moral acts. Consequently, no serious dispute will be 

resolved by claiming that a moral belief is justified, even modestly on non

inferential grounds. We are talking about being justified in a real. sense, 

epistemically, positively~ wholly, and adequately. Moral intuitions, i.e., 

intuitive moral belief may be justified instrl.iiii.entally, if denying these 

intuitions would disrupt everyday life in a harmful way. They also might he 

justified permissively when the believer has no reason to deny them. The 

believer may be also personally justified, if he has no access to any 

information that suggests any inadequacy in the believer's grounds. These 

multiple difficulties make the moral realist to look to other way~ of 

justification. 37 

Two other prominent theories of justification are foundationalism and 

coherentism. According to foundationalism our beliefs get their justification from 

some bas"ic or foundational beliefs. Some basic or foundational beliefs support all our 
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beliefs. Such beliefs are directly, non-inferentially justified and are infallible, 

indubitable, incorrigible, self-evident, self-presenting and are justified by things other 

than other beliefs. Basic beliefs are self-justified beliefs,. beliefs concerning basic 

facts. The basic facts are empirical in character. They describe what is immediately 

presented to our senses. Foundationalism restrict non-inferential justification to a 

small class of privileged beliefs whose epistemic credibility does not depend on their 

relations to other beliefs. Since the monti. realist does not subscribe to a robust 

· representational conception of truth or correspondance with real, external facts or 

. states of affairs; moral claims cannot be justified with reference to basic propositions 

showing mirroring the facts or states of affairs in the world. So the coherenc-e theory 

of justification best serves the purpose ofthe moral realist is the coherence theory of 

justification 

The coherence theory of justification in general epistemology responds to the 

skeptical challenge by claiming that state some beliefs are justified by relations among 

beliefs. Coherenticism will insist that there are no basic beliefs in the relevant sense. 

· Beliefs get their justification if and to the extent that they cohere with other beliefs one 

already holds. According to the coherentist, a belief is justified when it has the right 

relation to a system of beliefs that have the right relation to one anther. The right 

relation is called coherence . Thus, the defining claim of coherentism is that a person s 

is justified in believing a proposition p when p coheres with a coherent systeni of 

beliefs held by S. other. One's moral beliefs are justified in so far as they cohere 

together in appropriate manner. It claims that justification for a belief p depends on, 

among other things, another belief q, whose justification again consists in part in the 

fact that it is appropriately related to p. Similarly, reliance on other moral beliefs is in 
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an important part of moral justification. The reason why moral beliefs are to be justified 

. by coherence, apart from the reason given above, is that moral beliefs are 

universalizable. So they imply beliefs about other people. Furthermore moral beliefs 

need inferential confirmation. If so they cannot be justified apart from their relation to 

other beliefs. 

Given the importance of a coherentist theory of moral justification we need a 

fuller characterization of its demands. Most people's moral beliefs largely concern 

particular people, particular actions or kinds of actions. One task of cohereritism in 

ethics will be to introduce more theoretical moral claims in our moral views in order to 

. extend them to new cases, to ·try to resolve disagreements with others, to get red of 

internal inconsistencies and to unify and explain the more particular moral views we 

already hqld. Ideally, we should make trade-offs among the various levels of moral 

beliefs in response to conflicts among them, making adjustments here t one level and · 

there at the other as coherence seems to require, until we achieve maximum coherence 

among all our beliefs. Our beliefs are at the state. of what Rawls calls "reflective 

equilibrium".29 

Rawls38 has defended, as we have already noted, in A Theory of Justice, a· 

coherence theory of justification in ethics. Rawls defends a Kantian conception of 

. constructivism. Constructivism in moral philosophy is an account of the validity and 
. . 

objectivity of moral statements an-d principles. It denies the-thesis that moral statements 

do not possess a truth value or objective validity. Construtivism says that, while moral 

statements are not true in the realist's sense that they represent an independent orderof 

(moral) facts existing prior to moral reasoning, they nonetheless possess a kind of 
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validity that is appropriate to the distinct subject matter of moral theory. Moral 

statements are correct when they accord with reasonable moral principles, and moral 

principles are reasonable when they are the product of a reasoning procedirre that 

incorporates all the relevant requirements of practical rea$on. In this regard, moral 

· principles are said by Rawls to be "constructed" from a conception of the person and of 

practical reason. He offers Kantian constructivism as an ·alternative account of the 
. . 

objective validity of moral claim~ in contrast to "rational intuitionism". 

Rawls emphasizes the evidential role of considered moral beliefs.. Considered 

moral beliefs are not foundational, they are not self-justifying. They be justified by 

their coherence with the system of beliefs, both moral and non-moral. Considered· 

moral ~eliefs may be initially credible and contextually established, yet the end-point of 

justification at any given moment of time is their coherence with the system of beliefs. · 

· The considered judgements are judgements about how conflicts of interest are to be 

resolved in actual cases. These considered judgements need not be about particular. 

cases but include judgements of all levels of generality. A well-ordered society is one 

in which everyone accepts and knows that the others accept the same principles of 

moral livin; the considered moral beliefs pave the way for getting over unfair and 

conflicting moral claims. 

Obviously, coherentist theory of justification is not a theory of proof in the sense 

of deducing valid arguments from listed premises. Instead, justification here is 

addressed to others who disagree with us, and therefore, it must also proceed from 

some consensus, that is, from premises Which we and others recognize as true. The 

coherent system of beliefs consists of beliefs which we subscribe to from a common 
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point of view; the aim is to adjudicate disagreements by argument. Coherence is never 

a finished. product, a given fact. It is to be achieved by persons· by an overlapping 

consensus with others, persons, who are otherwise divided by their etmcal, religious, 

political and philosophical do.ctrines. Ethics is about our relationship with others. The 

ethical universe is a non-solipsistic universe. It is about how we are going to conduct 

ourselves in relationship to others in society. Hence, a shared perspective and mutually 

acknowledged principles in our where is what ·our moral living entails. There should he 

· a stable system of coherent beliefs and principles where weighing together different 

. sorts of considerations, consistency in .the applic~tion of key moral c·on:cepts, and 

comprehensiveness of interests, will contribute, not only to a coherent system. ofbeliefs 

but conspire to make good life possible. 

Here we have a theory .of justification which denies that moral statements do not 

possess objectivity. Moral statements are valid in a way, that is appropriate to the 

distinct. subject matter of moral theory. Moral statements are correct when they accord 

with moral principles which are · consistent. . And these moral 

statements are about how we can reach consensus. The considered judgements are not 

fixed they are open to constant revision to reach a consensus. A coherence theory of 

justification in ethics demands coherence with considered moral beliefs .. Coherence 

with, among other things, considered moral beliefs can be evidence of objective moral 

truth.39 

III 

One important component of philosophical discussion in the west is the question of 

objectivity. The philosophical probiem of objectivity is intimately connected with the 
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question of truth - whether there is such a thing as objective truth. This thesis of 

objectivity has two components. First, om beliefs and assertions are either true or false. 

Each of our beliefs and assertions represents the world as being in a certain way, and 

the belief or assertion is true if the world is that way, and false if the world is not that 

way._ 

The second component of the thesis is that the world exists and ·has features it 

does, in large part, independently of our beliefs and assertions. The truth or falsity of 

our beliefs and assertions is therefore objective in the sense that truth and falsity are 

conferred on those beliefs and assertions by their objects, by the things they are about. 

If, for example, I have aSserted that Monrovia is the capital of Liberia, then what I have 

asserted is true, if and only if Monrovia is the capital of Liberia It is false if and only if, 

Monrovia is not the capital of Liberia. ·perhaps if two people, me and my friend believe 

. that Monrovia is the capital of Liberia, then truth or falsity is conferred on our common 

belief by the features of that one object. So the truth is same for both. There is no such. 

thing as a. belief or assertion being 'true for me' but not . 'true for my friend'. If my 

friend X responds to me saying 'that may be true for you, but it is not true for me', his 

words can only be puzzling. This relation of our assertions with truth and falsity does 

not leave out the possibility that some of our utterances are meaningless, or that many 

words, which we use in our every day life are vague. This is a fact of life which cannot 

be avoided. 

The most interesting thing about objective truth is that there are people who deny. 

that there is such a thing. The idea towards which they are hostile is that the world does 

not contain any objective facts to which our beliefs correspond. They are usually called 

anti-realists. This may create a bit of confusion because in our. discussion of the 
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external w9rld, we usually oppose realism to idealism, to the thesis that everything that 

exists is a mind or a modification of a mind. This is a customary use of realism to be so 

opposed to idealism. However, it is not entirely misleading to use the world 'realism' 

both for the thesis that is opposed to idealism and for the thesis that is opposed to "anti

realism". Anti-realism, at least, in our understanding of the external world, is not easy 

to define. ·It does not help· us saying that anti-realism does not speak of mind

dependence of the way the worM is in the same way as idealism does. 

Let us clarify this with the help of an example How can we explain the size and 

shape of the Mount Everest or any other physical fact? The shape and size. of Mount 

Everest were determined by geological processes that operated mostly and before and . 

always independent of the biological processes that produced intelligent life. The 

answer may be something like this. The Mount Everest is dependent on human mind 

· not in the sense that it has been created by the human ;mind out of its ideas and images. 

But to call something a mountain, to measure its height and range, to discover where it 

begins and ends - we need certain social institutions and conventions, say, the 

international Geographical Union. That certain procedures are to be adopted to measure 

the height of a mountain is a social decision involving social activity. This also implies 

that the word 'height' is simply a social convention to the effect that the word 'height' 

is to be used as a name for what is measured by a certain set of procedures. It is a 

matter of so.cial convention what property (ifany) is assigned t9 the word 'height' as its 

meaning. The fact that a certain properly is chosen to be the meaning of some abstract 

noun like "height" is best explained by the fact that it answers to some social interest to 

have a word whose meaning is that property. The antirealist takes seriously features of 

our experienced world that are not caused simply by objective realities, but by our 
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social -historical characters. What the anti-realism, says is rather a thesis which the. 

realist would concede as obvious. However, the question that remains to be answered is 

that social conventions are changeable. If we have . used certain different sets of 

conventions of 'height' and 'high' then sentences containing those words would carry 

different meanings. What we are trying to say is that, realism is more committed to fact, 

truth, objectivity, objectively true than either idealism and anti-realism. 

When we come to moral realism the issue becomes, more problematic, ·due to the 

contention that moral facts are a peculiar species of things nowhere to be found in the 

World of ordinary objects. 

Yet, morality matters to us in a way, -in which nothing perhaps so matters not to 

speak of the height of a mountain. Hence, the objectivity of moral values becomes a 

crucial issue for· the moral realist. We shall discuss some of the ways in which the 

problem has been treated from the point of view of moral philosophers .. · 

A very influential defense of moral objectivity is due to Kant. Kant is well-

known for defending the objectivity of ethics and rationality of moral requirements and 

moral concern. According to him, a nioral demand is objectively valid if it is one that a 

rational agent must accept if he is to be a rational agent. It is to use one of Kant's 

favourite metaphors, self-imposed or self-addressed by any rational agent. He seems to 

think both that moral requirements apply to agents independently of their particular and 

changing desires and inclinations and that is rational for agents to a~t or fulfil these 

requirements independently of whether such actions fulfil the desires and inclinations 

that agents happened to possess. In this sense, Kant's ethics is "stance"- independent. 
. . 

Kant's moral theory offers an objective grounding of morality which can be 

explained not by falling back on facts about the agent's situatedness in the World but 
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rather through the relation between moral claims and practical reason. Kant's theory is 

not objective in the way Mackie understands it. Moral demands have little to do with 

their being 'part of the furniture of the world'. Mackie, we think, was looking for 

. objectivity in the wrong place and it is no wonder that he did not find it 

A Kantian position has been defe~ded by the American philosopher Thomas 

Nagel in.The Possibility of Altruism, which he claims, involves, objectivity ofmorals. 

Iri such a theory moral. considerations have motivational capacity or content. But we 

think his theory can be best construed as concerning the rationality and not the 

motivational influence of moral considerations. 

According to Kant, the crucial feature of the moral ·point of view is rational 

impartiaiity. We may distinguishe four elements ofKan.t's moral philosophy. These are 

deontologism cognitivisrn, formatilism and universalism. The deonotoligism refers to. 

Kant's sharp distinction between issues of mentality and issues of the good life. The 

moral paint of view is only concerned with the former .. For Kant, morality is an area of 

certain kind of Knowledge. Unlike what emotivist and intuitionistic theorists claim, 

moral issues are ~enable to rational argumentations. It is in principle possible to 

discuss whether a certain maxim can be taken to be a valid moral norm. Moral 

judgements, according to him are synthetic and appriori. Kant thinks that the basic 

moral principle is a fornial procedure to cj.ecide moral value of an action. The moral law 

is a categorical imperative Kant also things ~at the moral validity of a norm is 

· universal. This is brought out in the first formulation of the categorical imperative, 

which is called the Formula of the universallaw40
. 

Kant ·is rigorous in holding· that the claims of duty are always absolute against 

inclinations and ideals that violate the moral law. Naturally, he will not accept the 
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possibility· of moral conflicts, for if duties are absolute one duty cannot conflict with 

another. They are all categorical. 

Kant's moral philosophy 'in all the aspects mentioned above' have .been 

reformulated by Jurgen Haberinas without compromising the objectivity of moral 

considerations. He does not accept Kant's regoriesm41
. According to him interests and 

considerations have a role to play in moral justifications. This, however, does not mean 

. supporting utilitarianism. For; the interests of all are considered equally, and the 

consequences of possible c.ourses of actions are considered in the light of their impact 

on those: ~terests. Moreover, ~e issue of good life is to be conside,red to play an 

important role in the generation of moral law and impartial moral position is something . 

that has to be achieved. Equally, Habermas thinks that Kant's intelligible domain of 

rational, objective moral principles can be matched· with the phenomenal one of 

inclinations, subjective motives, social institutions, etc. 42 Habermas thinks that the 

universal procedure has to· be ·an item of public reasoning. This is the.shift from a 

mono logic formal procedure to a dialogic account of moral justificaiton43 
.. That is wh~ 

Habermas' moral theory of validity of norms including moral ones is called a discourse 

ethics. Habermas says a norm is valid of and only if 

All affected can accept the consequences and the side 

effects - its general observance can be anticipated to 

have for the satisfaction of every one's interests44
. 

This principle operate~ as a .rule of argumentation,. this is a scope of dialogue to 

· reach a rational agreement between individuals . concerned. If X wants to justify a 
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. certain action to Y then they must be prepared to examine cooperatively, following 

good reason, whether that norm really is equally in the interests of all. This is how 

interests and consequences find a place in the formal principle of universalization. 

Discourse is a kind of communication where the parties are trying to arrive at 

a consensus, to reach mutual understanding about something on the basis of Good 

reason alone in a non-coercive argumentation open to all. This strategy is strictly 

universalist and hence, in a Kantian languages is a universal human Phenomenon .. Its 

presuppositions are universalizable. 

·Habermas also has important things to say about autonomy. Since deciding on. 

the basis of inter-subjective practical discourse gives us the opportunity for deciding 

with others rather than for others, no one's autonomy is by passed. Objectivity is thus 

understood as a form of rational communicative inter-subjectivity. If we could develop 

an inter-subjective account of moral justification, in which rational agents agree for 

their different position on what is right and wrong, then we could find an account of 

justification that matches that account of objectivity as rational agreements. In his 

writing on ethical discourse Habermas takes the 'notion of objectivity' in moral context 

as not in principle independent of the social World. Moral reasoning is a public affair 

· subject to criticism and challenges raised by any agent's concern. Besides the inter 

subjectivism conception of objectivity, Habermas also maintains that an agreement of 

interests,· convergence of interests is possible through agreement on norms. It seems a 

great merit of Habermas to gives some clear intuitive sense to the idea of moral 

convergence. In opposition to Bernard Williams who has argued that there is 'no 

coherent hope' of such convergence in ethics. 
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What we have said above does not imply that Habermas has by passed Kant. 

His Discourse Ethics is a sort of.Kantian ethics - a reformulation of Kant's conception 

of moral validity and much is gained with Habermas' inter-subjectivists account of 

moral objectivity. 
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