
Ethics and observation 

1. The basic issue 
-,(Can moral principles be tested and confirmed in the way 

scientific principles can? Consider the principle that, if you are 
given a choice between five people alive and one dead or five 
people dead and one alive, you should always choose to have five 
people alive and one dead rather than the other way round. We 
can easily imagine examples that appear to confirm this principle. 
Here is one: 

You are a doctor in a hospital's emergency room when six accident 
victims are brought in. All six are in danger of dying but one is much 
worse off than the others. You can just barely save that person if you 
devote all 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. 

It would seem that in this case you, the doctor, would be right to 
save the five and let the other person die. So this example, taken 
by itself, confirms the principle under consideration. Next, 
consider the following case. 

You have five patients in the hospital who are dying, each in need of a 
separate organ. One needs a kidney, another a lung, a third a heart, and 
so forth. You can save all five if you take a single healthy person and 
remove his heart, lungs, kidneys, and so forth, to distribute to these five 
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patients. Just such a healthy person is in room 306. He is in the hospital 
for routine tests. Having seen his test results, you know that he is 
perfectly healthy and of the right tissue compatibility. If you do nothing, 
he will survive without incident; the other patients will die, however. 
The other five patients can be saved only if the person in Room 306 is 
cut up and his organs distributed. In that case, there would be one 
dead but five saved. 

The principle in question tells us that you should cut up the patient 
in Room 306. But in this case, surely you must not sacrifice this 
innocent bystander, even to save the five other patients. Here a 
moral principle has been tested and disconfirmed in what may 
seem to be a surprising way. 

This, of course, was a "thought experiment." We did not really 
compare a hypothesis with the world. We compared an explicit 
principle with our feelings about certain imagined examples. In 
the same way, a physicist performs thought experiments in order 
to compare explicit hypotheses with his "sense" of what should 
happen in certain situations, a "sense" that he has acquired as a 
result of his long working familiarity with current theory. But 
scientific hypotheses can also be tested in real experiments, out in 
the world. 

Can moral principles be tested in the same way, out in the 
world? You can observe someone do something, but can you 
ever perceive the rightness or wrongness of what he does? If 
you round a corner and see a group of young hoodlums pour 
gasoline on a cat and ignite it, you do not need to conclude that 
what they are doing is wrong; you do not need to figure any-
thing out; you can see that it is wrong. But is your reaction due to 
the actual wrongness of what you see or is it simply a reflection 
of your moral "sense," a "sense" that you have acquired perhaps 
as a result of your moral upbringing? 

2. Observation 
The issue is complicated. There are no pure observations. 
Observations are always "theory laden." What you perceive 
depends to some extent on the theory you hold, consciously or 
unconsciously. You see some children pour gasoline on a cat and 
ignite it. To really see that, you have to possess a great deal of 
knowledge, know about a considerable number of objects, know 
about people: that people pass through the life stages infant, 
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baby, child, adolescent, adult. You must know what flesh and 
blood animals are, and in particular, cats. You must have some 
idea of life. You must know what gasoline is, what burning is, and 
much more. In one sense, what you "see" is a pattern of light on 
your retina, a shifting array of splotches, although even that is 
theory, and you could never adequately describe what you see in 
that sense. In another sense, you see what you do because of the 
theories you hold. Change those theories and you would see 
something else, given the same pattern of light. 

Similarly, if you hold a moral view, whether it is held 
consciously or unconsciously, you will be able to perceive right-
ness or wrongness, goodness or badness, justice or injustice. 
There is no difference in this respect between moral proposi-
tions and other theoretical propositions. If there is a difference, 
it must be found elsewhere. 

Observation depends on theory because perception involves 
forming a belief as a fairly direct result of observing something; 
you can form a belief only if you understand the relevant concepts 
and a concept is what it is by virtue of its role in some theory or 
system of beliefs. To recognize a child as a child is to employ, 
consciously or unconsciously, a concept that is defined by its 
place in a framework of the stages of human life. Similarly, 
burning is an empty concept apart from its theoretical 
connections to the concepts of heat, destruction, smoke, and fire. 

Moral concepts—Right and Wrong, Good and Bad, Justice and 
Injustice—also have a place in your theory or system of beliefs 
and are the concepts they are because of their context. If we say 
that observation has occurred whenever an opinion is a direct 
result of perception, we must allow that there is moral 
observation, because such an opinion can be a moral opinion as 
easily as any other sort. In this sense, observation may be used to 
confirm or disconfirm moral theories. The observational opinions 
that, in this sense, you find yourself with can be in either 
agreement or conflict with your consciously explicit moral 
principles. When they are in conflict, you must choose between 
your explicit theory and observation. In ethics, as in science, you 
sometimes opt for theory, and say that you made an error in 
observation or were biased or whatever, or you sometimes opt for 
observation, and modify your theory. 

In other words, in both science and ethics, general principles 
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are invoked to explain particular cases and, therefore, in both 
science and ethics, the general principles you accept can be tested 
by appealing to particular judgments that certain things are right 
or wrong, just or unjust, and so forth; and these judgments are 
analogous to direct perceptual judgments about facts. 

servational evidence 
Nevertheless, observation plays a role in science that it does not 
seem to play in ethics. The difference is that you need to make 
assumptions about certain physical facts to explain the 
occurrence of the observations that support a scientific theory, 
but you do not seem to need to make assumptions about any 
moral facts to explain the occurrence of the so-called moral 
observations I have been talking about. In the moral case, it would 
seem that you need only make assumptions about the psychology 
or moral sensibility of the person making the moral observation. 
In the scientific case, theory is tested against the world. 

The point is subtle but important. Consider a physicist making 
an observation to test a scientific theory. Seeing a vapor trail in a 
cloud chamber, he thinks, "There goes a proton." Let us suppose 
that this is an observation in the relevant sense, namely, an 
immediate judgment made in response to the situation without 
any conscious reasoning having taken place. Let us also suppose 
that his observation confirms his theory, a theory that helps give 
meaning to the very term "proton" as it occurs in his observational 
judgment. Such a confirmation rests on inferring an explanation. 
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 
beliefs about the experimental apparatus, but furthermore, there 
really was a proton going through the cloud chamber, causing the 
vapor trail, which he saw as a proton. (This is evidence for the 
theory to the extent that the theory can explain the proton's being 
there better than competing theories can.) But, if his having made 
that observation could have been equally well explained by his 
psychological set alone, without the need for any assumption 
about a proton, then the observation would not have been 
evidence for the existence of that proton and therefore would not 
have been evidence for the theory. His making the observation 
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supports the theory only because, in order to explain his making 
the observation, it is reasonable to assume something about the 
world over and above the assumptions made about the ob-
server's psychology. In particular, it is reasonable to assume that 
there was a proton going through the cloud chamber, causing 
the vapor trail. 

Compare this case with one in which you make a moral 
judgment immediately and without conscious reasoning, say, that 
the children are wrong to set the cat on fire or that the doctor 
would be wrong to cut up one healthy patient to save five dying 
patients. In order to explain your making the first of these 
judgments, it would be reasonable to assume, perhaps, that the 
children really are pouring gasoline on a cat and you are seeing 
them do it. But, in neither case is there any obvious reason to 
assume anything about "moral facts," such as that it really is 
wrong to set the cat on fire or to cut up the patient in Room 306. 
Indeed, an assumption about moral facts would seem to be totally 
irrelevant to the explanation of your making the judgment you 
make. It would seem that all we need assume is that you have 
certain more or less well articulated moral principles that are 
reflected in the judgments you make, based on your moral 
sensibility. It seems to be completely irrelevant to our explanation 
whether your intuitive immediate judgment is true or false. 

The observation of an event can provide observational 
evidence for or against a scientific theory in the sense that the 
truth of that observation can be relevant to a reasonable 
explanation of why that observation was made. A moral 
observation does not seem, in the same sense, to be observational 
evidence for or against any moral theory, since the truth or falsity 
of the moral observation seems to be completely irrelevant to any 
reasonable explanation of why that observation was made. The 
fact that an observation of an event was made at the time it was 
made is evidence not only about the observer but also about the 
physical facts. The fact that you made a particular moral 
observation when you did does not seem to be evidence about 
moral facts, only evidence about you and your moral sensibility. 
Facts about protons can affect what you observe, since a proton 
passing through the cloud chamber can cause a vapor trail that 
reflects light to your eye in a way that, given your scientific 
training and psychological set, leads you to judge that what you 
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see is a proton. But there does not seem to be any way in which the 
actual rightness or wrongness of a given situation can have any 
effect on your perceptual apparatus. In this respect, ethics seems 
to differ from science. 

1K In considering whether moral principles can help explain 
observations, it is therefore important to note an ambiguity in the 
word "observation." You see the children set the cat on fire and 
immediately think, "That's wrong. -  In one sense, your 
observation is that what the children are doing is wrong. In 
another sense, your observation is your thinking that thought. 
Moral principles might explain observations in the first sense 
but not in the second sense. Certain moral principles might help to 
explain why it was wrong of the children to set the cat on fire, but 
moral principles seem to be of no help in explaining your thinking 
that that is wrong. In the first sense of "observation," moral 
principles can be tested by observation—"That this act is wrong is 
evidence that causing unnecessary suffering is wrong." But in the 
second sense of "observation," moral principles cannot clearly be 
tested by observation, since they do not appear to help explain 
observations in this second sense of "observation." Moral 
principles do not seem to help explain your observing what you 
observe. 

Of course, if you are already given the moral principle that it is 
wrong to cause unnecessary suffering, you can take your seeing 
the children setting the cat on fire as observational evidence that 
they are doing something wrong. Similarly, you can suppose that 
your seeing the vapor trail is observational evidence that a pro-
ton is going through the cloud chamber, if you are given the 
relevant physical theory. But there is an important apparent 
difference between the two cases. In the scientific case, your 
making that observation is itself evidence for the physical theory 
because the physical theory explains the proton, which explains 
the trail, which explains your observation. In the moral case, 
your making your observation does not seem to be evidence for 
the relevant moral principle because that principle does not 
seem to help explain your observation. The explanatory chain 
from principle to observation seems to be broken in morality. 
The moral principle may "explain" why it is wrong for the 
children to set the cat on fire. But the wrongness of that act does 
not appear to help explain the act, which you observe, itself. The 
explanatory chain appears to be broken in such a way that 



9  Ethics and observation 

neither the moral principle nor the wrongness of the act can help 
explain why you observe what you observe. 

A qualification may seem to be needed here. Perhaps the 
children perversely set the cat on fire simply "because it is 
wrong." Here it may seem at first that the actual wrongness of 
the act does help explain why they do it and therefore indirectly 
helps explain why you observe what you observe just as a 
physical theory, by explaining why the proton is producing a 
vapor trail, indirectly helps explain why the observer observes 
what he observes. But on reflection we must agree that this is 
probably an illusion. What explains the children's act is not 
clearly the actual wrongness of the act but, rather, their belief 
that the act is wrong. The actual rightness or wrongness of their 
act seems to have nothing to do with why they do it. 

Observational evidence plays a part in science it does not 
appear to play in ethics, because scientific principles can be 
justified ultimately by their role in explaining observations, in 
the second sense of observation—by their explanatory role. Ap-
parently, moral principles cannot be justified in the same way. It 
appears to be true that there can be no explanatory chain between 
moral principles and particular observings in the way that there 
can be such a chain between scientific principles and particular 
observings. Conceived as an explanatory theory, morality, unlike 
science, seems to be cut off from observation. 

Not that every legitimate scientific hypothesis is susceptible to 
direct observational testing. Certain hypothesis about "black 
holes" in space cannot be directly tested, for example, because 
no signal is emitted from within a black hole. The connection 
with observation in such a case is indirect. And there are many 
similar examples. Nevertheless, seen in the large, there is the ap-
parent difference between science and ethics we have noted. 
The scientific realm is accessible to observation in a way the 
moral realm is not. 

4. Ethics and mathematics 
Perhaps ethics is to be compared, not with physics, but with 
mathematics. Perhaps such a moral principle as "You ought to 
keep your promises" is confirmed or disconfirmed in the way 
(whatever it is) in which such a mathematical principle as 
"5 + 7 = 12" is. Observation does not seem to play the role in 
mathematics it plays in physics. We do not and cannot perceive 
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numbers, for example, since we cannot be in causal contact with 
them. We do not even understand what it would be like to be in 
causal contact with the number 12, say. Relations among num-
bers cannot have any more of an effect on our perceptual 
apparatus than moral facts can. 

Observation, however, is relevant to mathematics. In 
explaining the observations that support a physical theory, 
scientists typically appeal to mathematical principles. On the 
other hand, one never seems to need to appeal in this way to 
moral principles. Since an observation is evidence for what best 
explains it, and since mathematics often figures in the 
explanations of scientific observations, there is indirect 
observational evidence for mathematics. There does not seem to 
be observational evidence, even -indirectly, for basic moral 
principles. In explaining why certain observations have been 
made, we never seem to use purely moral assumptions. In this 
respect, then, ethics appears to differ not only from physics but 
also from mathematics. 

In what follows, we will be considering a number of possible 
responses to the apparent fact that ethics is cut off from observa-
tional testing in a way that science is not. Some of these responses 
claim that there is a distinction of this sort between science and 
ethics and try to say what its implications are. Others deny that 
there is a distinction of this sort between science and ethics and 
argue that ethics is not really exempt from observational testing in 
the way it appears to be. 

A note on further reading 
For a brief argument distinguishing the role of observational evidence in ethics 
and in science, see R. M. Hare, Freedom and Reason (Oxford, Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1963), pp. 1-3. 

Alan Gewirth notes some complications in "Positive 'Ethics' and Normative 
'Science'," Philosophical Review, Vol. 69 (1960). 

On the "theory ladenness" of observation, see Norwood. Russell Hanson, 
Patterns of Discovery (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1958), 
Chapter 1. 

The role of explanation in inference is discussed in Gilbert Harman, "Infer-
ence to the Best Explanation," Philosophical Review, Vol. 74 (1965). 

The suggestions that there can be intuitive knowledge of moral truths is 
examined in P. F. Strawson, "Ethical Intuitionism," Philosophy, Vol. 24 (1949). 

Paul Benacerraf discusses problems about mathematical knowledge in 
"Mathematical Truth," Journal of Philosophy, Vol. 70 (1973). 



Nihilism and naturalism 

1. Moral nihilism 
We have seen that observational evidence plays a role in science , 
and mathematics it does not seem to play in ethics. Moral hypo-
theses do not help explain why people observe what they observe. 
So ethics is problematic and nihilism must be taken seriously. 
Nihilism is the doctrine that there are no moral facts, no moral 
truths, and no moral knowledge. This doctrine can account for 
why reference to moral facts does not seem to help explain 
observations, on the grounds that what does not exist cannot 
explain anything. 

An extreme version of nihilism holds that morality is simply an 
illusion: nothing is ever right or wrong, just or unjust, good or 
bad. In this version, we should abandon morality, just as an 
atheist abandons religion after he has decided that religious facts 
cannot help explain observations. Some extreme nihilists have 
even suggested that morality is merely a superstitious remnant of 
religion. 

Such extreme nihilism is hard to accept. It implies that there 
are no moral constraints—that everything is permitted. As 
Dostoevsky observes, it implies that there is nothing wrong with 
murdering your father. It also implies that slavery is not unjust 
and that Hitler's extermination camps were not immoral. These 
are not easy conclusions to accept. 
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This, of course, does not refute extreme nihilism Nihilism 
does not purport to reflect our ordinary views; and the fact that 
it is difficult to believe does not mean that it must be false. At 
one time in the history of the world people had difficulty in 
believing that the earth was round; nevertheless the earth was 
round. A truly religious person could not easily come to believe 
that God does not exist; that is no argument against atheism. 
Extreme nihilism is a possible view and it deserves to be taken 
seriously. 

On the other hand, it is also worth pointing out that extreme 
nihilism is not an automatic consequence of the point that moral 
facts apparently cannot help explain observations. Although this 
is grounds for nihilism, there are more moderate versions of 
nihilism. Not all versions imply that morality is a delusion and 
that moral judgments are to be abandoned the way an atheist 
abandons religious judgments. Thus, a more moderate nihilism 
holds that the purpose of moral judgments is not to describe the 
world but to express our moral feelings or to serve as impera-
tives we address to ourselves and to others. In this view, morality 
is not undermined by its apparent failure to explain observations, 
because to expect moral judgments to be of help in explaining 
observations is to be confused about the function of morality. It 
is as if you were to expect to explain observations by exclaiming, 
"Alas!" or by commanding, "Close the door!" 

Moderate nihilism is easier to accept than extreme nihilism. It 
allows us to keep morality and continue to make moral judg-
ments. It does not imply that there is nothing wrong with mur-
dering your father, owning slaves, or setting up extermination 
camps. Because we disapprove of these activities, we can, 
according to moderate nihilism, legitimately express our disap-
proval by saying that they are wrong. 

Moderate nihilism, nevertheless, still conflicts with common 
sense, even if the conflict is less blatant. To assert, as even 
moderate nihilists assert, that there are no moral facts, no moral 
truths, and no moral knowledge is to assert something that runs 
counter to much that we ordinarily think and say. If someone 
suggests that it was wrong of members of the Oregon Taxpayers 
Union to have kidnapped Sally Jones in order to get at her 
father, Austin P. Jones, and you agree, you will express your 
agreement by saying, "That's true!" Similarly, in deciding what 
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to do on a particular occasion, you say such things as this, "I 
know that I should not break my promise to Herbert, but I really 
would like to go to the beach today." We ordinarily do speak of 
moral judgments as true or false; and we talk as if we knew 
certain moral truths but not others. 

Nihilism, then, extreme or moderate, is in conflict with ordi-
nary ways of talking and thinking. Although such a conflict does 
not refute a theory, we must ask whether we can accommodate 
the point about ethics and observation without having to give up 
our ordinary views and endorsing some form of nihilism. 

2. Reductions 
Our previous discussion suggests the following argument for 
moral nihilism: 

Moral hypotheses never help explain why we observe 
anything. So we have no evidence for our moral opinions. 

The argument depends upon this assumption: 

We can have evidence for hypotheses of a certain sort only 
if such hypotheses sometimes help explain why we ob-
serve what we observe. 

But that assumption is too strong. Hypotheses about the average 
American citizen never help explain why we observe anything 
about a particular American, but we can obtain evidence for 
such hypotheses by obtaining evidence for hypotheses about 
American citizens. The reason is that facts about the average 
American citizen are definable in terms of facts about American 
citizens. Facts of the first sort are constructed out of and there-
fore reducible to facts of the second sort. Even if assumptions 
about moral facts do not directly help explain observations, it 
may be that moral facts can be reduced to other sorts of facts 
and that assumptions about these facts do help explain observa-
tions. In that case, there could be evidence for assumptions 
about moral facts. 

To take another example, we might be able to account for 
color perception without making the supposition that objects 
actually have colors. For we might be able to explain how 
objects whose surfaces have certain physical characteristics will 
reflect light of a particular wave length; this light then strikes the 



retina of an observer's eye, affecting him in a way that might be 
described by an adequate neurophysiological psychology. That 
is, we might be able to explain perception of color entirely in 
terms of the physical characteristics of the objects perceived and 
the properties of light together with an account of the perceptual 
apparatus of the observer. This would not prove that there are 
no facts about colors; it would only show that facts about colors 
are not additional facts, over and above physical and psycho-
logical facts. If we could explain color perception in this way, 
we would conclude that facts about color are somehow reduc-
ible to facts about the physical characteristics of perceived ob-
jects, facts about light, and facts about the psychology and 
perceptual apparatus of perceivers. We might consider whether 
moral facts are in a similar way constructible out of or reducible 
to certain other facts that can help explain our observations. 

3. Ethical naturalism: Functionalism 
This is certainly a plausible suggestion for certain nonmoral 
evaluative facts. Consider, for example, what is involved in 
something's being a good thing of its kind, a good knife, a good 
watch, or a good heart. Associated with these kinds of things are 
certain functions. A knife is something that is used for cutting; a 
watch is used to keep time; a heart is that organ that pumps the 
blood. Furthermore, something is a good thing of the relevant 
kind to the extent that it adequately fulfills its proper function. A 
good knife cuts well; a good watch keeps accurate time; a good 
heart pumps blood at the right pressure without faltering. Let us 
use the letter "K" to stand for a kind of thing. Then, for these 
cases, a good K is a K that adequately fulfills its function. It is a 
factual question whether or not something is a good K because it 
is a factual question whether or not K's have that function and a 
factual question whether or not this given something adequately 
fulfills that function. 

Moreover, a K ought to fulfill its function. If it does not do so, 
something has gone wrong. Therefore, it is a factual question 
whether a given K of this sort is as it ought to be and does what it 
ought to do, and it is a factual question whether anything is 
wrong with a K of this sort. A knife ought to be sharp, so that it 
will cut well. There is something wrong with a heart that fails to 
pump blood without faltering. 

14  The problem with ethics 
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There are, of course, two somewhat different cases here, 
artifacts, such as watches and knives, and parts of natural sys-
tems, such as hearts. The functions of artifacts are determined 
by their makers and users. The functions of parts of natural 
systems are determined by their roles in sustaining those sys-
tems. In either case, though, it is a factual question what the 
relevant function of a K is. 

Let us next consider a somewhat different range of cases: a 
good meal, a good swim, a good time. We might stretch a point 
and say that meals, swims, and times have functions or purposes; 
but it would be more accurate to say that they can answer to 
certain interests. We judge that particular meals, swims, or times 
are good inasmuch as they answer to the relevant interests. 
Where different sets of interests are relevant, we get ambiguity: 
"a good meal" may mean a nourishing meal or a tasty meal. 

With this range of cases, "ought" and "wrong" are used as 
before. A good meal ought to be balanced (or tasty.). There is 
something wrong with a steak that is not tender and juicy. 

More complex cases involve roles that a person can have in 
one way or another: a good farmer, a good soldier, a good 
teacher, a good citizen, a good thief. A person is evaluated in 
terms of functions, roles, and various interests in a way that is 
hard to specify. Here too the words "ought" and "wrong" are 
relevant as before. During battle, we say, a soldier ought to obey 
his superior officers without question. It is wrong for a teacher to 
play favorites. A thief ought to wear gloves. 

Some kinds of things are not associated with functions, pur-
poses, or sets of interests; for example, rocks per se are not. 
Therefore, it does not make sense to ask apart from a specific 
context whether something is a good rock. We can answer such a 
question only in relation to interests that we might have in 
possible uses of the rock. For example, it might be a good rock 
to use as a paperweight; but, if it is to be used as a doorstop, 
maybe it ought to be heavier. 

The relevant evaluative judgments are factual. The facts are 
natural facts though somewhat complex facts. We judge that 
something is good or bad, that it is right or wrong, that it ought 
or ought not to have certain characteristics or do certain things, 
relative to a cluster of interests, roles, and functions. We can 
abbreviate this by saying that something X is good to the extent 
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that it adequately answers to the relevant interests. To specify 
those interests is to specify what X is good as. Similarly, a person 
P ought to do D if and only if P's doing D would answer to the 
relevant interests. 

This analysis is a realistic one for many cases and it suggests 
how evaluative facts might be constructed out of observable 
facts even when the evaluative facts themselves do not figure in 
explanations of observations. That my watch is a good one may 
not explain anything about my observations of it; but that it 
keeps fairly accurate time does help to explain its continual 
agreement with the announcements of the time on the radio and 
perhaps the goodness of my watch consists in facts of this sort. 

But a problem manifests itself when this sort of analysis is 
applied in ethics. Consider the case in which you are a doctor 
who either can save five patients by cutting up the healthy 
patient in Room 306 and distributing his organs to the other 
patients or can do nothing and let the five other patients die. The 
problem is that in either case you would be satisfying certain 
interests and not others. The interests of the five dying patients 
conflict with the interests of the healthy patient in Room 306. 
The moral question is what you ought to do, taking all interests 
into account. As we saw earlier, our intuitive judgment is that 
you ought not to sacrifice the one patient in Room 306 to save the 
five other patients. Is this a factual judgment? If we suppose that 
it is a fact that you ought not to sacrifice the patient in Room 306, 
how is that fact related to facts that can help explain observa-
tions? It is not at all obvious how we can extend our analysis to 
cover this sort of case. 

Actually, the problem is not peculiar to ethics. Is a heavy, 
waterproof, shockproof watch that can withstand a considerable 
amount of pressure a better or worse watch than a lighter, 
graceful, delicate watch without those features? Is one teacher 
better or worse than a second if the first teacher makes students 
unhappy while teaching them more? 

To some extent, our difficulty in these cases lies in the vague-
ness of our standards for watches and teachers. Often we can 
resolve the vagueness by specifying relevant interests. The heavy 
watch is a better watch for deep-sea diving. The lighter watch is 
better for social occasions, out of the water. In the case of 
evaluating teachers, we must decide what we want from tea- 
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chers—perhaps that their students should learn a certain minimal 
amount and, given that they learn at least that much, that they 
not be made miserable. But even given further specifications of 
our interests in watches and teachers in this way, there may be 
no fact of the matter as to which watch or teacher is better—not 
because these are not factual questions but because of vagueness 
of standards. Factual questions are still factual even when they 
cannot be answered because of vagueness. (Is a door open or 
shut if it is slightly ajar?) Furthermore, even in cases where we 
feel intuitively that one watch or teacher is clearly better, we 
may not be able to specify very clearly the interests, functions, 
and roles with reference to which one is better, as a watch or 
teacher, than the other. Still, it may well be a fact that one is 
better—a fact constructed in a way that we can only vaguely 
specify from facts of a sort that can help explain observations. 

Similarly, it may be that moral facts, such as the fact that you 
ought not to sacrifice the healthy patient in Room 306 to save the 
five other patients, can be constructed in some way or other out 
of facts of a sort that can explain observations, even though we 
can only vaguely indicate relevant roles, interests, and functions. 

That would vindicate ethical naturalism, which is the doctrine 
that moral facts are facts of nature. Naturalism as a general view 
is the sensible thesis that all facts are facts of nature. Of course, 
one can accept naturalism in general without being committed 
to ethical naturalism, since one can instead be a nihilist and deny 
that there are any moral facts at all, just as one might deny that 
there are any religious facts. Naturalists must be either ethical 
nihilists or ethical naturalists. The question is how do we decide 
between ethical nihilism and ethical naturalism, and there is no 
simple answer. If an analysis of moral facts as facts about func-
tions, roles, and interests could be made plausible, that would be 
a powerful argument for ethical naturalism. But the relevant 
functions, roles, and interests can at best be only vaguely indi-
cated, so the proposed analysis is difficult to evaluate. Nihilism 
remains a possibility. 

4. The open question argument 
On the other hand, general arguments against ethical naturalism, 
and for nihilism, are also inconclusive. For example, moderate 
nihilists argue that naturalists misconstrue the function of moral 
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judgments, which is not to describe the facts (they say) but 
rather to express the speaker's approval or disapproval. There-
fore, moderate nihilists say that ethical naturalism involves a 
"naturalistic fallacy." But as we shall see, the evaluation of this 
moderate nihilist position is also quite complex. 

An ethical naturalist holds that there are moral facts and that 
these can be "reduced" to natural facts of a sort that might 
explain observations in the way that facts about color might be 
reduced to facts about physical characteristics of objects, the 
properties of light, and the perceptual apparatus of an observer. 
I have alluded to one way in which an ethical naturalist might 
attempt such a reduction by appealing to functions, roles, and 
interests. There are also other ways; he might, for example, try to 
develop an "ideal observer" theory of moral facts by analogy 
with the suggested theory of color facts. We will be considering 
just such an ideal observer theory later, in Chapter 4. And other 
kinds of ethical naturalism are also possible. Now, some moder-
ate nihilists believe that there is a perfectly general argument 
that can be used once and for all to show that any version of 
ethical naturalism must fail. This is the so-called "open question 
argument." Any naturalistic reduction in ethics would have the 
form, "P ought to do D if and only if P's doing D has character-
istics C," in which the characteristics C are naturalistic charac-
teristics of a sort that can help explain observations. Given any 
such proposed naturalistic reduction, defenders of the open 
question argument maintain that the following question remains 
open. 

I agree that for P to do D would be for P to do some-
thing that is C, but ought P to do D? 

This remains an open question, moderate nihilists say, because 
describing an act is not the same as endorsing it. No matter how 
you describe it, you have so far not endorsed it and, therefore, 
have not yet said whether it ought to be done, according to 
moderate nihilists. Therefore, the displayed question is (they 
assert) an open question in a way that the following question is 
not. 

I agree that P ought to do D, but ought P to do D? 

This question is obviously foolish. Given that something ought to 
be done, it cannot be an open question whether it ought to be 
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done. And since the first question is an open question but the 
second is not, we are to conclude that the natural characteristic 
of being an act that is C cannot be equated with the moral 
characteristic of being an act that ought to be done. 

One problem with this argument is that it has to be shown that 
the first question is always open. An ethical nihilist is simply 
begging the question if he only says, in arguing against ethical 
naturalism, that describing an act as having certain natural cha-
racteristics cannot amount to endorsing the act in the sense of 
saying that it ought to be done. It is not obvious, for example, 
that the following question is open in the relevant sense. 

I agree that, if P does D, P will satisfy the relevant 
interests, but ought P to do D? 

Of course, one part of the problem here is that the "relevant 
interests" are not specified in a precise naturalistic way. Never-
theless, it is not obvious that, if they are so specified, the question 
is open. 

More important, perhaps, is the fact that as it stands the open 
question argument is invalid. An analogous argument could be 
used on someone who was ignorant of the chemical composition 
of water to "prove" to him that water is not H2O. This person will 
agree that it is not an open question whether water is water but it 
is an open question, at least for him, whether water is H2O. Since 
this argument would not show that water is not H 2O, the open 
question argument in ethics cannot be used as it stands to show 
that for an act to be an act that ought to be done is not for it to have 
some natural characteristic C. 

The open question argument is often put forward as a 
refutation, not of ethical naturalism in general, but of a more 
particular version, which we might call definitional naturalism. 
Definitional naturalists assume that moral judgments are 
definitionally equivalent to natural judgments. The open question 
argument then should show that the proposed definitions must be 
incorrect. 

There are, however, various kinds of definitions and the open 
question argument is not relevant to most of them. For example, a 
scientist defines water as H2O and, as we have seen, the open 
question argument applied to this definition does not refute it. 

Presumably the open question argument is aimed at someone 



20  The problem with ethics 

who claims that a naturalistic definition captures the meaning of a 
moral term in the sense that moral judgments as we ordinarily use 
them are synonymous with judgments that describe natural facts. 
If it really is an open question whether an act that is C is an act that 
ought to be done—an open question even to someone who knows 
the meanings of "C" and "ought to be done," how can "C" and 
"ought to be done" be synonymous? It must be shown, not just 
assumed, however, that the relevant question is always open, no 
matter what the natural characteristics C. 

5. Redefinitional naturalism 
Another kind of definitional naturalism in ethics is actually not 

a version of ethical naturalism at all. In this view, our moral 
terminology is so vague, unclear, and confused that we would do 
well to replace it with better and more precise terminology. For 
example, someone who was developing the theory that you ought 
to do what answers to the relevant interests might argue that our 
view about the example involving the patient in Room 306 shows 
that our moral views are incoherent. He might go on to suggest 
that we replace our present notions with clearer concepts, for 
example, defining "ought" so that an act ought to be done if and 
only if it would maximize the satisfaction of interests. By this 
utilitarian criterion, you ought to cut up the patient in Room 306 in 
order to save the other patients. It is true that the proposed 
definition does not capture the ordinary meaning of "ought," 
since, when we judge intuitively that you ought to protect the 
healthy patient in Room 306, we are definitely not judging that 
this would maximize the satisfaction of interests—indeed we see 
that it would not. But a definition need not capture what we 
ordinarily mean. We can define our terms however we like, as 
long as we are willing to use these terms in accordance with our 
definitions. The suggested definition is relatively clear and 
precise. What is a better definition? 

This line of argument is intelligible and not absurd, although it 
is also not without its own difficulties. It must be shown and not 
just assumed that ordinary moral notions are confused. This is a 
debatable claim. The fact that there is no obvious way to define 
ordinary moral terminology in a precise way does not show that 
there is anything wrong with that terminology. Not every term 
can be defined; it may be that moral terminology cannot be 
reduced to any simpler terminology. 
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Furthermore, there is a risk in this line of argument in that 
someone who takes this line may cheat, using "ought" sometimes 
as he has defined it and at other times in its ordinary sense. The 
best way to avoid this problem would be to dispense altogether 
with moral terminology in favor of utilitarian terminology and, 
instead of talking about what people ought to do, talk instead 
about what would satisfy the most interests. But that would be to 
give up any pretense of ethical naturalism and reveal that you 
have adopted extreme nihilism. It would involve denying that 
there are moral facts in the ordinary sense of "moral" and would 
ask us to abandon morality in the ordinary sense of "morality," 
just as a general naturalist abandons religion in the ordinary sense 
of "religion." 

6. Why ethics is problematic 
Although we are in no position to assume that nihilism, extreme 

or moderate, is correct, we are now in a po t ition to see more 
clearly the way in which ethics is problematic Our starting point 
in this chapter was that moral judgments do not seem to help 
explain observations. This led us to wonder whether there are 
moral facts, moral truths, and moral knowledge. We saw that 
there could be moral 'facts if these facts were reducible in some 
way or other to other facts of a sort that might help explain 
observations. For we noticed that there are facts about the 
average American citizen, even though such facts do not 
themselves help explain observations, because such facts are 
reducible to facts about American citizens that can help explain 
observations. Similarly, we noticed that we would not decide that 
there are no facts about colors even if we were able to explain 
color perception without appealing to facts about colors; we 
would instead suppose that facts about colors are reducible to 
facts about the physical surfaces of objects, the properties of light, 
and the neurophysiological psychology of observers. So, we 
concluded that we did not have to accept ethical nihilism simply 
because moral facts do not seem to help explain observations; 
instead we might hope for a naturalistic reduction of moral facts. 

With this in mind, we considered the possibility that moral facts 
might be reduced to facts about interests, roles, and functions. We 
concluded that, if they were to be, the reduction would have to be 
complex, vague, and difficult to specify. Ethics remains 
problematic. 
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It is true that the reduction of facts about colors is also complex, 
vague, and difficult (probably impossible) to specify. But there is 
an important difference between facts about colors and moral 
facts. Even if we come to be able to explain color perception by 
appeal to the physical characteristics of surfaces, the properties of 
light, and the neurophysiological psychology of observers, we 
will still sometimes refer to the actual colors of objects in 
explaining color perception, if only for the sake of simplicity. For 
example, we will explain that something looks green because it is 
yellow and the light is blue. It may be that the reference to the 
actual color of the object in an explanation of this sort can be 
replaced with talk about the physical characteristics of the 
surface. But that would greatly complicate what is a simple and 
easily understood explanation. That is why, even after we come to 
be able to give explanations without referring to the actual colors 
of objects, we will still assume that objects have actual colors and 
that therefore facts about the actual colors of objects are 
somehow reducible to facts about physical characteristics of 
surfaces and so forth, even though we will (probably) not be able 
to specify the reduction in any but the vaguest way. We will 
continue to believe that objects have colors because we will 
continue to refer to the actual colors of objects in the explanations 
that we will in practice give. A similar point does not seem to 
hold for moral facts. There does not ever seem to be, even in 
practice, any point to explaining someone's moral observations 
by appeal to what is actually right or wrong, just or unjust, good 
or bad. It always seems to be more accurate to explain moral ob-
servations by citing facts about moral views, moral sensibility. 
So, the reasons we have for supposing that there are facts about 
colors do not correspond to reasons for thinking that there are 
moral facts. 

It is true that facts about the average American citizen never 
seem to help explain observations, even in practice. In this respect 
such facts are like moral facts. But there is this difference. We can 
give a precise reduction of facts about the average American 
citizen; we cannot for moral facts. We are willing to think that 
there are facts about the average American citizen because we 
can explicitly define these facts in terms of facts that are of a sort 
that can help to explain observations. The trouble with alleged 
moral facts is that, as far as we can see at present, there is no 
simple and precise way -to define them in terms of natural facts. 
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We are willing to suppose that there are facts about color, 
despite our not knowing precisely how to reduce them, because in 
practice we assume that there are such facts in many of our 
explanations of color perception, even if in theory this assumption 
is dispensable. We are willing to suppose that there are facts about 
the average American citizen, despite our never using such an 
assumption to explain observations, because we can precisely 
reduce these facts to facts of a sort that can help explain 
observations. Since moral facts seem to be neither precisely 
reducible nor useful even in practice in our explanations of 
observations, it remains problematic whether we have any reason 
to suppose that there are any moral facts. 
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