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Chapterr  8 

Inn defence of realism 

Inn chapters 2 to 7 we have discovered, I have argued, what moral dilemmas 

(i.e.. conflicts and dilemmas) are, while in chapters 8 to 10 we shall "do 

something"" with moral dilemmas. That is to say, we will use features of 

morall dilemmas, especially the possibility of conflict, in arguments against 

meta-ethicall theories, normative ethical theories and theories of applied 

ethics.. So we shall argue against non-cognitivist theories in chapter 8, 

againstt generalist theories in chapter 9, and against theories of euthanasia in 

chapterr 10, or at least against some of them. Obviously, all this is in 

accordancee with the programme of this thesis, which I have outlined in 

chapterr 1. 

InIn this chapter, we thus make a new start. So this is a nice place to look 

backk on what we have already done and to look ahead to what we will still 

do.. I wish to do this in a special way. I would like to dwell on the tension 

betweenn moral experience and ethical theory, which is a tension that -upon 

furtherr reflection- permeates this thesis. By this I mean that throughout this 

thesiss there is a process going on of experience informing theory and of 

theoryy informing experience. For example, experience informs theory as my 

theoryy of moral dilemma accounts for some phenomena. I am referring to 

conflictss and dilemmas themselves. Theory informs experience as my 

theoryy of moral dilemma rejects other phenomena as unreal, some 

experiencee as illusory. I have in mind situations with two shapes, which we 

deemedd impossible on logical grounds, after all. 



136 6 

II do not, of course, actually always work through this process. Normally, 

itit is implicit. But it can be made explicit sometimes. In chapter 5, for 

instance,, I begin by appealing to experience, as all good experientalists 

would.. I argue that in conflict people experience agent-regret. I continue by 

developingg a theory. In view of this agent-regret (amongst other things), I 

arguee for the compromise-model of the resolution of conflict. I end by 

acceptingg some phenomena, while rejecting others. In view of the 

compromise-model,, I argue that in conflict people ought to feel agent-regret 

andd not guilt. What I basically say then is: these are the phenomena, so this 

mustt be the theory, and this is the theory, so these "must" be the 

phenomena. . 

Theree may be an air of incoherence to the idea that experience affects 

theoryy as well as that theory affects experience; e.g. the process of moving 

backk and forth between the experience of agent-regret and the compromise-

modell may sound circular. But this idea is in fact fairh7 well-established.^ 

Forr we should not commit ourselves beforehand to either experience or 

theory.. Rather, we have to allow them to interact with each other. In this 

process,, we may arrive at a position which coheres with both experience and 

theory,, that is at a reflective equilibrium. The idea that pervades this thesis 

iss thus the idea of a reflective equilibrium. 

II should not be surprised to find the tension between moral experience 

andd ethical theory everywhere in this thesis. For I have introduced it myself 

ass according to my programme we have to develop a theory of moral 

dilemmaa against the background of ethical theory and moral practice. We 

havee to let the former be influenced by the latter, and the latter be 

influencedd by the former. And as this process will be brought to a climax in 

thee next three chapters, this is a nice place to give the idea of a reflective 

equilibriumm a moment's thought. 

Lett me elucidate that this idea will play an even bigger role in the 

chapterss to come. We shall there put theories of meta-ethics, normative 

ethicss and applied ethics to the test of my theory of moral dilemma. In 

particular,, a vexed question will be whether these theories can be made 

conflict-recognising.conflict-recognising. For example, is it possible for Donagan's rationalism 

andd Hare's utilitarianism to allow for genuine conflict? In doing this, we 

broadenn the search for a reflective equilibrium we engaged in in the 

previouss chapters. We admit more players to the game, so to speak. Of 

See,, for example, Rawls (1971), pp. 19-21. 
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course,, we have been preparing for this ever since we started to unfold 

viewss on conflict at the backcloth of ethical theory, especially in chapters 3 

andd 4. Let me present an overview of the area of tension in the following 

threee chapters. 

Onn the one hand, there is the position on moral dilemmas I have reached 

inn the previous chapters. As this is the product of a process of mutually 

adjustingg experience and theory, in the way I have just explained, I take it 

thiss is a reflective equilibrium. To be sure, this is a theory. But it is a theory 

aboutt phenomena, to wit conflicts and dilemmas. As such, it involves a 

greatt deal of experience. We will consider from now on whether it is 

possiblee to upset this reflective equilibrium. 

Onn the other hand, there are meta-ethical theories, normative ethical 

theoriess and theories of applied ethics. They include the theories I work 

with,, viz. British moral realism and my own theory of euthanasia. In what 

follows,, the issue will be raised whether the experience of moral dilemmas 

leadss us to abandon or, if possible, revise these theories. In chapters 8 and 9, 

forr example, I shall argue that British moral realism, especially its realism 

andd particularism, stands the test of my theory of moral dilemma. 

Moreover,, I will argue that {some forms of) non-cognitivism and 

generalismm do not. So this thesis will gradually turn into an argument for 

somee theories, including British moral realism; in this way, I also mean to 

warrantt the emphasis I am laying on this theory. 

8.11 Realism and non-cognitivism 

Morall dilemmas are as a rule conceived as arguments against realism; we 

willl see some exceptions below. In this chapter, my aim is to turn the tables. 

II shall use moral dilemmas to argue against non-cognitivism. However, 

firstt things first. Here is a brief sketch of the clusters of views I associate with 

realismm and non-cognitivism, which I thus treat as summary notions; I will 

expandd on this sketch in chapter 11. 

Ass I see it, the dispute between realists and non-cognitivists centers 

aroundd the nature of, primarily, moral properties. According to realists, 

suchh properties as values, reasons and oughts are real properties of objects, 

actionss etc, whereas according to non-cognitivists they are not. 

Metaphoricallyy speaking, realists claim that moral properties are part of the 
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fabricc of the world, just like e.g. physical properties, while non-cognitivists 

denyy this.2 This means that realists and non-cognitivists quarrel about the 

realityy of moral dilemmas too. What is ultimately at stake in this chapter, 

then,, is whether moral dilemmas are real or not. So this is the context of the 

discussionn to come of arguments for and, especially, against realism and 

non-cognitivism. . 

Inn chapter 1, I have committed myself to contribute to the development 

off British moral realism. This is the type of realism that can be extracted 

fromm the works of Murdoch, Wiggins, McDowell, Platts, Lovibond and 

especiallyy Dancy.3 However, my argument against non-cognitivism does not 

relvv on anything peculiar to British moral realism. That is why realism is 

definedd below in a manner that does not only include this type of realism. 

II believe that realism is the view that moral judgments are capable of 

truth.. Generally, whether judgments are capable of truth depends on 

whetherr there is something in the world -a reality- for them to be true or. bo 

realismm is the view that there is a moral reality. Non-cognitivism, then, is 

thee view that, because there is no moral reality, moral judgments are not 

capablee of truth. The central tenets of realism are objectivism and 

cognitivism.. Objectivism is the view that moral truths are objective, and 

objectivityy is understood in terms of mind-independence, in a stronger or 

weakerr sense.4 Cognitivism is the view that moral judgments are 

expressionss of beliefs. 

Itt is worth mentioning that the contrast drawn here between realism and 

non-cognitivismm is slightly misleading. This is because of the possibility of 

non-realistt cognitivism. This is the view that moral judgements are 

expressionss of beliefs and that these beliefs can be right or wrong. They can 

bee right or wrong, not because they correspond with or report moral facts, 

butt because they meet certain requirements of moral reasoning. For 

example,, moral judgements are right if they follow from a fair decision 

makingg process.5 The thrust of this chapter is consistent with non-realist 

cognitivism. . 

2Inn this respect, I am influenced by McNaughton's Moral Vision (1988), see especially chs. 2 

andd 3. 
3Seee for a rather good survey of British moral realism: Little (1994a); see also Arnngton 
(1989),, pp. 119-82. 
4Cf,, Dancy (1993), ch. 9; according to Dancy, moral truths are objective m a weak sense. 
5Forr example, Habermas is an important representative of non-realist cognitivism. 
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Ass I said, moral dilemmas are incidentally used to argue in favour of 

realism.. To explain this, I have to reproduce what can be regarded as the 

mainn argument for realism. This is, again, a phenomenological argument. It 

aimss to show that only realism renders our moral experience intelligible. 

Ass Dancy points out, the phenomenological argument consists in fact of 

twoo arguments: a simple and a more complex one. The former is about our 

experiencee of moral properties alone, whereas the latter is also about the 

phenomenologyy of moral choice. According to the simple argument, 

wee take moral value to be part of the fabric of the world; taking our experience at face value, 

wee judge it to be experience of the moral properties of actions and agents in the world. And if 

wee are to work with the presumption that the world is the way our experience represents it to 

uss as being [i.e. if we are to be experientalists], we should take it in the absence of contrary 

considerationss that actions and agents do have the sorts of moral properties we experience in 

them. 6 6 

Accordingg to the more complex argument, 

[i]nn moral choice we struggle to find, not any answer that we can bring ourselves to accept, nor 

anyy answer that we can accept in consistency with previous answers [the best we can get 

withinn the boundaries of a non-cognitivist account of moral choice], but the right answer.7 

II can now explain that moral dilemmas appear in arguments for realism. 

Ass they are phenomena, they can figure in applications of this 

phenomenologicall argument. Indeed, they are considered to be the 

phenomenaa par excellence to support realism. This seems right. For we 

experiencee conflicts and dilemmas as facts about the world (not as facts about 

ourselves).. Moreover, we feel that in such situations of choice, if there is a 

rightt thing to do, the authority this has over us stems from the way the 

worldd is (and not from the way we are ourselves). Wiggins puts this point as 

follows. . 

Theree is powerful phenomenological support for cognitivism and realism in the experience of 

choosingg between commensurable or incommensurable claims. Such support is worth as much as 

6Dancyy (1986), p. 172 (my italics). 
7Dancyy (1986), p. 172 (my italics); cf. McDowell (1980), p. 372. 
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phenomenologicall support ever is worth ... The competing claims present themselves as 

objectivee and real, and continue to do so even after one or other of them wins.^ 

Beforee I round this section off, it is worth noting that Williams makes the 

presentt point too. In his 'Conflicts of Values', he claims: 

inn so far as we are drawn towards the objectivity of ethics by an impression which is borne in 

onn us in moral experience, the experience of ultimate moral conflict is precisely one which 

bringss most irremovably with it the impression of objectivity: that there is nothing that one 

decently,, honourably, adequately, can do in a certain situation seems a kind of truth as firmly 

independentt of the will or inclination as any truth of morality seems.9 

Thiss is noteworthy, since, in his earlier 'Ethical Consistency' and 

'Consistencyy and Realism', Williams had argued that moral dilemmas do 

nott support but undermine realism, as we will see in the next section. 

Too conclude, I declared my aim in this chapter to be turning moral 

dilemmass into arguments against non-cognitivism. The real work still has 

too be done, of course, and will be done in section 8.3. Meanwhile, however, 

wee have shifted the burden of proof. In the face of these applications of the 

phenomenologicall argument, non-cognitivists have to show that their 

viewss account for the experience of moral dilemmas. 

8.22 In defence of realism 

Doo moral dilemmas have implications for realism? This is a question which 

iss with us as long as the moral dilemma debate itself. This is due to 

Williams.. For in 'Ethical Consistency' (1965) and 'Consistency and Realism' 

(1966)) he forcefully argues that moral dilemmas are inimical to realism. It is 

nott entirely clear what Williams is up to in these essays, and his additional 

notee from 1972 in his Problems of the Self is full of signs of unease10. 

Nonetheless,, I follow Foot in thinking that Williams produces two 

8Wigginss (1980), p. 216. See also Nagel (1980), p. 100 and Dancy (1993), p. 125. 
9Williamss (1979), p. 225. 
10Williamss (1973b), pp. 205-6. According to Williams there, 'Ethical Consistency' and 
'Consistencyy and Realism', for example, 'leave an important obscurity about the relations 
betweenn 'inconsistency and 'conflict". We will come back to this below when we discuss 
RaiJton'ss notion of consistencv. 
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argumentss there: one from conflict, and the other from dilemma.11 The 

bulkk of this section is devoted to these arguments as I shall one by one first 

buildd them up and then pull them down, as it were. 

Williams'' argument from conflict consists of two parts. As for its first 

part,, we can partially recycle the argument from agent-regret.12 Also this 

argumentt namely draws on Williams' comparison between conflicts of 

beliefs,, conflicts of desires and moral conflicts. As we have seen, the 

outcomee of this comparison is that moral conflicts are more like conflicts of 

desiress than they are like conflicts of beliefs. In particular, while rejected 

beliefss should be abandoned, rejected oughts and desires need not. In other 

words,, moral conflicts resemble conflicts of desires in that both reasons (for 

action)) and desires may stay on the scene in defeat, whereas they differ from 

conflictss of beliefs in that beliefs do not.13 

Ass for the second part of Williams' argument, we can quote the following 

classicc passage of the moral dilemma debate. 

[M]anyy ethical theories ... eliminate from the scene the 'ought' that is not acted upon. A 

structuree appropriate to conflicts of beliefs is projected on to the moral case; one by which the 

conflictt is basically adventitious, and a resolution of it disembarrasses one of a mistaken view 

thatt for a while confused the situation. Such an approach must be inherent in purely cognitive 

accountss of the matter; since it is just a question of which of the conflicting 'ought' statements 

iss true, and they cannot both be true, to decide correctly for one of them must be to be rid of 

errorr with respect to the other.14 

InIn other words, cognitivism -which is, after all, the view that moral 

judgmentss are expressions of beliefs- assimilates moral conflicts to conflicts 

off beliefs. Consequently, it cannot tolerate defeated oughts (in my terms, 

requirements)) lingering on the scene, in the same way as it cannot defeated 

beliefs. . 

Thiss presents us with a dilemma -Williams' dilemma, as I have called it 

inn section 1.2. For we can conclude that, if cognitivism is true, there cannot 

bee (genuine) conflicts, since then requirements leave the scene when 

defeated,, and that, if conflicts are possible, cognitivism is false, as then even 

inn defeat requirements may stay on the scene. Hence, it is the possibility of 

n Foo tt {1983), p. 392. 
12Seee section 5.1. 
13Williamss (1965), pp. 106-10. 
14Williamss (1965), p. 113 (my emphasis). 
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conflictt which constitutes an argument against cognitivism. Or so Williams 

argues,, I believe. 

Inn the moral dilemma debate, this argument has provoked various 

reactions.. We shall look at Guttenplan's response first, because he 

substantiallyy improves on, at least, my understanding of conflicts of beliefs. 

Havingg done that, we will see Foot's response. She shows us the way to 

dissolvee Williams' dilemma (or at least the present variant of it). 

Guttenplann challenges the first part of Williams' argument. He would 

likee to show that it is no problem for cognitivism that it understands moral 

conflictss and conflicts of beliefs in the same way. As I just suggested, he does 

thiss by criticising Williams' account of conflicts of beliefs. His alternative 

accountt of conflicts of beliefs runs as follows. According to Guttenplan, our 

beliefss are generally based on the evidence we have, on our understanding 

off the way the world is. A conflict of beliefs, then, is a situation in which 

theree is evidence sav that A and that B, while -in view of some other T->ipre 

off evidence, say C- it cannot be that A as well as B. When we discover that 

twoo of our beliefs conflict, our goal is not to reject one in favour of the other. 

Rather,, it is to accommodate these beliefs to our evidence (A, B, C, etc). This 

mayy be done in various ways. There is always the possibility that the false 

belieff has to be abandoned completely. However, it is also possible that some 

variantt of this belief should be retained -to a greater or lesser extent- because 

thee evidence for the belief, though strictly false, remains. If so, Guttenplan 

reasons,, there is no relevant difference between moral conflicts, conflicts of 

desiress and conflicts of beliefs. That is to say, they can all have remainders.15 

Guttenplan'ss account of conflicts of beliefs stands as an improvement on 

thatt of WTilliams. It is worth mentioning that there is a striking similarity 

betwreenn his "accommodation'-model of the resolution of conflicts of beliefs 

andd my own compromise-model of the resolution of practical conflict. 

However,, Guttenplan's account fails as a defence of cognitivism here. On 

thiss account, in spite of the fact that they may "survive" in the form of 

other,, substitutional, beliefs, false beliefs themselves still have to be 

eliminatedd from the scene. This means that Guttenplan has not established 

whatt he wished to, viz. that cognitivists can safely assimilate moral conflicts 

too conflicts of beliefs. 

Soo I turn to Foots reply to Williams' argument now. She questions its 

secondd part. In particular, she disputes Williams claim that cognitivism 

15Guttenplann (1980), pp. 77-8. 
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mustmust assimilate moral conflicts to conflicts of beliefs. According to Foot, on a 

cognitivistt view ought-statements -in her vocabulary, type 1 ought-

statements-statements- could be conflicting as well as true. She grants that this makes 

typee 1 owg/zr-statements different from certain other cognitive statements, 

suchh as statements about the physical world, as these statements cannot be 

bothh true and conflicting. However, she comments that in this respect type 1 

ought-statementsought-statements are similar to statements about engagements. Despite the 

possibilityy of conflict, these statements are, according to her, doubtlessly 

expressionss of beliefs. So cognitivists are not committed to interpret moral 

conflictss in terms of conflicts of beliefs, Foot argues. Rather, moral conflicts 

merelyy reveal a nuance within the category of beliefs.1617 

Ass I have already said, I am on the same track here as Foot. However, I 

willl not go so far as to admit that, in my terms, requirement-statements 

differr from, for example, physical statements in that they could be both 

conflictingg and true. There is simply no need to do so. We may now take 

advantagee of the work we have done in chapter 2. According to the 

conceptionn of conflict I have developed there, what is conflicting in conflicts 

iss not beliefs -neither requirement-statements, nor requirements- but 

actions.actions. So moral conflicts and conflicts of beliefs are totally different types of 

situations.. In view of this, Williams' argument loses its bite completely. 

Moreover,, all this goes to show how right we were not to grasp the horns of 

Williams'' dilemma immediately, but to conceptualise conflict first, as I 

predictedd already in section 1.2. 

Ass we have seen in chapter 1, also Williams' argument from dilemma 

consistss of two parts. As for the first part, this relies heavily on his notion of 

consistencyconsistency (or, rather, inconsistency). On this notion, the significance of 

consistencyy in theoretical discourse is different from that in practical 

discourse.. In particular, with inconsistent assertions, such as 'A is done' and 

'A'A is not done', there must be something wrong, while with inconsistent 

imperatives,, such as 'Do A' and 'Do not do A', there need not. This can be 

clarifiedd as follows. 

Accordingg to Williams, there must be something wrong with 

inconsistentt assertions because their being inconsistent lies in the fact that 

theyy describe incompatible states of affairs. However, assertions aim to 

16Foott (1983), pp. 390-1. 
17Cf.. Dancy (1993), pp. 110-1. There Dancy rhetorically asks: 'why cannot the conflicting 
[non-comparative]] ought statements both be true?'. 
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reflectt what states of affairs there are, i.e. they aim to be true. As there cannot 

bee incompatible states of affairs -it is impossible that A is done and that A is 

nott done- inconsistent assertions cannot both be true. On the other hand, 

theree need not be something wrong with inconsistent imperatives. Their 

beingg inconsistent consists in the fact that they enjoin incompatible states of 

affairs,, that they are not jointly obeyable. Nevertheless, inconsistent 

imperativess can both be true, or at least acceptable (as by definition truth is 

nott available in practical discourse). For there can be situations where we are 

forcedd to two inconsistent imperatives, to 'Do A' and 'Do not do A'. In other 

words,, in Williams' view there can be dilemmas.18 

Ass for the second part of Williams' argument, this zooms in on ethics as 

ann area of practical discourse. According to him, realists are committed to a 

certainn view of consistency of ethical imperatives, of moral judgments. This 

iss because for realists moral judgments are straightforwardly assertions. The 

identicall to that concerning assertions in theoretical discourse. In particular, 

justt as in theoretical discourse, in practical discourse assertions cannot be 

truee as well as inconsistent. Thus, on a realist view consistency demands 

thatt moral judgments can be obeyed jointly.19 

Thiss rekindles what I am calling Williams' dilemma, though, of course, a 

differentt variant of it. For it follows that if realism is true, there cannot be 

dilemmas,, because then moral judgments cannot be both true and 

inconsistent,, and if dilemmas are possible, realism is false, for then 

inconsistentt moral judgments can be acceptable. Hence, it is the possibility of 

dilemmaa this time which forms an argument against realism. At least, 

accordingg to modest Williams, it is a reason to suppose that realism is false. 

Inn the moral dilemma debate, also this argument has generated different 

replies.. Again, it is Foot's response that shows us how we can avert falling 

intoo Williams' trap. But we will start with a discussion of Railton's riposte, 

ass this provides us with an opportunity to lay bare an ambiguity in 

Williams'' notion of consistency which we should not pass over. 

Railtonn casts doubt on Williams' notion of consistency. According to 

him,, dilemmas do not involve inconsistent moral judgments. Fair enough, 

onn a realist view moral judgments purport to reflect what states of affairs 

theree are. Moreover, in a dilemma moral judgments describe incompatible 

18Williamss (1966), 1-20. 
19Williamss (1966), pp. 20-22. 
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statess of affairs, and incompatible states of affairs cannot exist. But these 

statess of affairs are not logically incompatible, they are not contradictory. 

Andd non-contradictory states of affairs can make true, as Railton puts it in 

thee spirit of Sinnott-Armstrong (see section 7.1), conflicting, non-overridden 

claimss of moral obligation.20 

Railtonn is right insofar as he claims that moral judgments enjoining 

incompatiblee states of affairs are not necessarily inconsistent. In that case, 

alsoo a conflict would involve inconsistent moral judgments, as, after all, it is 

aa situation in which we are required to perform mutually exclusive actions. 

However,, our notion of consistency should at least account for the 

possibilityy of conflict. Nevertheless, Railton's riposte fails as a defence of 

realismm here, since, as we have seen, the situation in question is not merely 

aa conflict but a dilemma. 

II therefore move to Foot's response to Williams' argument now. She 

callss into question his conception of dilemma. She happily admits that on a 

realistt view moral judgments cannot be inconsistent as well as true, and, 

moreover,, that dilemmas as Williams conceives them involve inconsistent 

morall judgments. However, this does not mean that the possibility of 

dilemmaa is an argument against realism. According to Foot, this is a non 

sequitursequitur because Williams mistakenly conceives dilemmas as situations in 

which,, in her terminology (see section 4.3), the type 1 oug/zr-statements 

havee to be affirmed as type 2 ought-statements. According to her conception 

off dilemma, however, in dilemma no transition should be made from type 

11 owg/if-statements to type 2 ought-statements (see section 7.1). If so, 

dilemmass would not involve inconsistent moral judgments indeed, just as 

Railtonn argues, but for a different reason.21 

Ass I said, I am again on the same wavelength here as Foot. I am happy to 

bitee the bullet too. Realists cannot swallow dilemmas as Williams conceives 

them.. But the same applies to non-cognitivists. We profit now from the 

workk we have done in the previous chapter. According to Williams, I 

repeat,, a dilemma is a situation in which we are forced to moral judgments 

off the form 'Do A' and 'Do not do A'. In my view, this makes a dilemma a 

situationn with two shapes. However, while we were conceptualising 

dilemmas,, we have discovered that such a situation is impossible. Because 

off this, Williams' dilemma evidently collapses. And this also proves that if 

20Railtonn (1996), pp. 143-5 and 165nll. 
21Foott (1983), pp. 392-6. 
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wee do not yet understand what dilemmas are, we do better not to speculate 

aboutt their implications, as I indicated already in section 1.2.22 

Finally,, 1 would like to say a few words on Railton's argument against 

realismm from, not the possibility, but the frequency of moral dilemmas. This 

argumentt is based on the assumption that in morality there is a certain 

order.. This is the assumption that our values and requirements 

fundamentallyy cohere. Such a moral order is assumed, because without it 

moralityy cannot play the role we ascribe to it. In particular, morality is to 

contributee to our (general and individual) happiness, as, for example, it 

furnishess us with guidance in moral choice. However, if moral dilemmas 

wouldd be pervasive -the stuff of everyday life- our values and requirements 

wouldd fundamentally clash, not cohere. This might lead us to believe that 

inn morality there is not the order we assume. It might make us endorse an 

errorr theory of moral properties, that is a theory which says that there is no 

unifiedd set of phenomena to play the role we attribute to them.23 

Thiss argument is very interesting as it is possibly an instance of practice 

informingg theory, although we should not take it for granted that the 

frequencyy of moral dilemmas really bears on realism. However, whether 

morall dilemmas are so frequent as to render realism false is, ultimately, an 

empiricall question, which I will not address here. Suffice it to say then that 

inn section 8.1 I have taken the view that the experience of moral dilemmas 

ratherr supports realism. Indeed, I have argued that they are the phenomena 

parpar excellence to make us think that moral properties are real.24 

8.33 Against non-cognitivism 

InIn the previous section, we have investigated arguments against realism. 

Thesee arguments were directed against the realist and the cognitivist view 

indeed.. In this section, we shall examine arguments not so much against 

non-cognitivism.. Rather, these arguments are levelled at desire-based 

theoriess of reasons.25 We will nevertheless be arguing against non-

22Seee for more on Williams' arguments against realism Sinnott-Armstrong (1988), pp. 196-200 
andd Gowans (1994), pp. 142-5. 
23Railtonn (1996), pp. 160-3. 
24Forr completeness sake, I note that Sinnott-Armstrong offers some more arguments against 
realismm from moral dilemmas, in Sinnott-Armstrong (1988), ch. 7. 
—— Also the phenomenological argument for realism (section 8.1} is in fact an argument against 
desire-basedd theories of reasons. It really pretends to show that morality is not a construct of 
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cognitivismm since it is likely that non-cognitivists will have a desire-based 

theory.26 6 

Withh respect to desire-based theories of reasons, I distinguish between 

threee versions. These theories differ on what desires are reason-giving: 

actual,, potential or ideal desires. I do not know of any adherent of actual 

desire-basedd theory, but potential desire-based theory is developed by 

Williams277 and ideal desire-based theory is Smith's theory of reasons.28 

Inn what follows, I shall expound these theories. In the course of doing 

this,, I will develop my first, most secure, argument against non-

cognitivism.. As these words suggest, I have a second, less secure, argument, 

whichh I will formulate at the end of this section. 

Thee present argument is based on the fact that realists and non-

cognitivistss thus give different answers to the question what it is to have a 

reason.. Accordingly, as we will see, the situations that realists regard as 

conflicts,, which are after all constituted by reasons, are not the same as those 

thatt non-cognitivists consider to be conflicts. The argument essentially is 

thatt non-cognitivists do not designate the right situations as conflicts. There 

aree situations which they suppose to be conflicts which however are not. 

Moreover,, there are situations which are conflicts but which they cannot 

acknowledgee as such. So the non-cognitivists' definition of conflicts is at the 

samee time too broad and too narrow. 

Thiss is clearest in the case of actual desire-based theory. According to this 

theory,, one has a reason to do, say, A, if one (actually) has a desire, in the 

sensee that doing A satisfies this desire (or at least furthers its satisfaction). 

Forr example, I desire to drink this glass of "liquid", so I have a reason to 

drinkk it. A conflict, then, is a situation in which one has two (or more) 

strongg desires that one cannot subserve both. My argument against such 

non-cognitivismm would run as follows. On the one hand, conflicts of desires 

needd not be conflicts (as I conceive them), since one may strongly desire to 

do,, say, A, while one is not required to do A at all. So it is allowed that one's 

delusionss bring about conflicts. On the other hand, conflicts do not have to 

bee conflicts of desires, as one may have a strong reason to do A, even though 

ourr desires; for example, that some things are morally valuable is not because we want them 
too be morally valuable. 
26Seee chapter 11. 
27Seee his 'Internal and external reasons' (1980), for example. 
28Lnn his The Moral Problem (1994), ch. 5. 
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onee does not have a strong desire to do A. Thus, it is permitted that one's 

ignorancee prevents one from being in a conflict. 

Lett me illustrate this argument with reference to the desires of the 

Nietzscheann Übermensch. As Nietzsche puts it in Beyond Good and Evil 

(1967),, the Übermensch is a person who has the Will to Power or the Will to 

Life.. And according to Nietzsche 'life itself is essentially appropriation, 

injury,, conquest of the strange and weak, suppression, severity, obtrusion of 

peculiarr forms, incorporation, and at the least, putting it mildest, 

exploitation'29.. Thus, a conflict of desires the Übermensch could be in is, for 

example,, the situation of having to choose between appropriation and 

injurv.. Furthermore, a conflict of desires he will not experience is, for 

instance,, the situation that he can only prevent injury by injuring himself. 

However,, the former will not be, while the latter may be a conflict.30 

Accordingg to Williams' potential desire-based theory, one has a reason to 

doo A if one could arrive at the judgment that one has a reason to do A via a 

soundsound deliberative route, as Williams calls it, from one's (actual) 

motivationall set. The idea of sound deliberation, in other words Williams' 

notionn of rationality, is crucial here. At least, it includes the idea that one's 

actuall desires can be improved on as errors of fact and reasoning may be 

corrected.. But there are limits. Not every error is eligible for correction; for 

example,, only ignorance whose relevance to what one does is 'fairly close 

andd immediate' in the sense that 'the ignorance forms part of the 

explanationn of what [one] actually does'31. For example, although I desire to 

drinkk this glass of "liquid", I do not have reason to do so, because it is not a 

glasss of water, as I suppose, but a glass of poison. Moreover, Williams' idea 

off sound deliberation contains the idea that by sound deliberation, that is to 

sayy by the excercise of imagination, one can create new desires and destroy 

oldd ones. Again, there are limits. As one is unable to dissociate oneself from 

one'ss prudential and moral presuppositions, there are desires which one 

cannott get, and desires which one cannot get rid of. Suppose that you desire 

too be a good chess player. However, you could lose this desire, for example, if 

29Nietzschee (1967), p. 226, 
30Thatt is not to sav that the virtuous person could not face a choice between appropriation 
andd injurv, under some description of the actions involved. Recall Mill's example of a conflict 
wheree the agent could only cure someone by stealing medicme or food (section 3.3) However, 
evenn with regard to this example the virtuous person and the Nietzschean Übermensch would 
nott be in the same conflict. The critical difference is that the former would steal to help 
someonee else, whereas the latter would to help himself, so to speak. 
31Wilhamss (1980), p. 19. 
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youu would vividly imagine the so many better things you could be. One 

corollaryy would be that you do not have reason to buy chess books anymore. 

Too apply my argument against non-cognitivism to Williams' theory of 

reasons,, I need to spell out that from his work here a distinction ensues 

betweenn two "sorts" of reasons. This is the distinction between what he calls 

internalinternal and external reasons. Internal reasons are reasons that are suitably 

relatedd to components of one's motivational set, in the way Williams 

envisages.. External reasons, then, are reasons that one cannot judge to have 

byy a sound deliberative route from one's actual desires. Non-cognitivists 

suchh as Williams and realists differ in opinion about the existence of 

externall reasons. As we have seen, in Williams' view there are, by 

definition,, no external reasons. However, realists allow, in principle, for 

externall reasons. For them at least some requirements exist irrespective of 

one'ss motivational set, for example, the absolute constraint on killing the 

innocentt and unwilling.32 

Obviously,, to the extent that Williams improves on actual desire-based 

theoryy he saps the power of my argument against non-cognitivism. Yet, 

theree is some power left. This is because of the limits that there are to what 

one'ss potential desires are. As we have just seen, one's reasons are 

construedd from one's possibly defective motivational set, in the sense that 

theyy perhaps derive from incorrigible errors of fact and reasoning or false 

prudentiall and moral presuppositions. As a consequence, once more there 

mayy be delusions that count as conflicts. Furthermore, one's ignorance 

couldd still preclude one from being in a conflict, at least in a conflict of 

externall reasons. 

Accordingg to Smith's ideal desire-based theory, one has a reason to do A 

iff one would desire to do A if one were fully rational. As we will see now, 

Smithh s notion of full rationality is congenial to Williams' idea of sound 

deliberation.. In order to be fully rational one must namely satisfy the 

followingg three conditions: firstly, one must have no false beliefs; secondly, 

onee must have all relevant beliefs; and, thirdly, one must deliberate 

correctly.. Nevertheless, Smith's notion of rationality diverges from that of 

Williams.. On Smith's notion, one's actual desires can be improved upon by 

correctingg all of one's beliefs. What is more, though Smith agrees with 

Williamss that by means of deliberation one can both gain and lose desires, 

hee disagrees with him about how this can be done. Whereas Williams 

32Cf.. Dancy (1993), pp. 253-7. 
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proposess the excercise of imagination, Smith suggests the procedure of 

systematicc justification of one's desires. That is to say, he recommends that 

onee tries 'to integrate the object of desire involved into a more coherent and 

unifiedd desiderative profile and evaluative outlook'33. According to Smith, 

thee desires imagination and systematic justification would add to and 

removee from one's motivational set may not be the same. For imagination 

iss liable to distorting influences, and this is exactly what systematic 

reasoningg should sort out. For instance, by vividly imagining what it would 

bee like to kill someone, one could create a desire never to kill. However, a 

desiree to kill (when this would be very useful) may be part of a 

systematicallyy justifiable set of desires, according to Smith. 

Itt may be suspected that my argument against non-cognitivism does not 

workk with regard to Smith's theory of reasons. Indeed, it can hardly be 

arguedd that according to this theory one's delusions could count as conflicts 

orr that one's ignorance may prevent one from being in a conflict. This is 

because,, in practice, the ideal desires one has will almost coincide with the 

reasonss one has on a realist view. Nonetheless, my argument still works. 

Butt it does so in a more subtle way than before. It runs as follows. As we 

havee seen, my argument charges that non-cognitivists are like headless 

chickenss as they call situations conflicts that are not, and cannot call 

situationss conflicts that are. Now, it appears that they can only duck this 

chargee by committing themselves to an implausible view on what a human 

beingg ideally is. This is what Smith does. On his view, a fully rational 

personn is someone who is omniscient and infallible. However, the human 

conditionn is rather different. That is why an ethical theory should not take 

Smith'ss fully rational person as its model. Note that from the outset I 

presumedd that the virtuous person, to put it into my parlance, is, though 

perfectt as far as character and intellect is concerned, not omniscient and 

infallible.34 4 

This,, then, constitutes my more secure argument against non-cognitivism. 

Ass promised, I will give another, less secure, one now. Though less secure, 

thiss argument is worth discussing. For one thing, it is more trenchant. 

Thee present argument consists of two parts. The first part is about conflict. 

II will argue that non-cognitivists have trouble discerning (genuine) conflicts 

33Snuthh (1994), p. 159. 
i4Seee for criticism on Smith's notion of rationality* also Dancy (1996c), pp. 175-8. 
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att all. The second part of the argument is about dilemma. I will claim that 

non-cognitivistss have difficulty acknowledging (genuine) incomparability 

(andd thus dilemmas). As I shall explain, these problems stem from the 

naturee of desires. Thus, our project here is to inquire into whether the 

naturee of desires commits non-cognitivists to something nasty. 

Lett me start with conflict. As will be clear by now, in order to recognise 

conflictss (as genuine) one has to make a distinction between, on the one 

hand,, that which constitutes a conflict, and, on the other hand, that which 

constitutess the resolution of a conflict. Moreover, this distinction must be 

suchh that the former is independent of the latter, in the way I explained in 

chapterss 3 and 4. As I said in section 3.1, to sustain this distinction a certain 

conceptionn of a reason is needed. According to this conception, whether one 

hass a reason to do something is relatively unaffected by the fact that one has 

aa reason to do something else too. This can be summarised as follows: to 

acknowledgee conflicts one's conception of a reason must have limited 

comparativecomparative content. 

Inn my view, the nature of desires and values is such that desire-based 

reasonss have more comparative content than value-based reasons. For 

one'ss desire to do something is readily weakened by the fact that doing it 

impliess that one cannot do something else that one desires to do. The more 

iff one has a stronger desire to do the latter. Because of this, the weaker desire 

mayy be undermined or even destroyed.35 However, with values this is 

different.. That something is of value is rarely influenced by the fact that 

theree is something else of value too, while one cannot realise both. And this 

iss not altered by the fact that one ought to realise one of them. The things 

involvedd remain of value, in the same way and to the same degree. 

Fromm this, we can infer that it is hard for non-cognitivists to keep 

conflictss genuine, as they, with their desire-based theory, cannot always 

sustainn "our distinction". 

Lett me end with dilemma. I wonder whether the nature of desires 

excludess the possibility of incomparability of desire-based reasons. For there 

too be incomparability on a non-cognitivist view, it must be possible that, 

whilee one does not desire one thing stronger than another, one does not 

35wee have seen an illustrative example of this in section 4.2. Suppose that you want to drink 
winee and to mark logic exercises. You cannot do both (not properly anyway). Suppose that you 
decidee to go without the wine. Do you then still want to drink wine? Perhaps not. For if 
anyonee would ask you whether you want to drink wine, a naturall reply would be that you do 
nott because you are going to mark logic exercises. See Jackson (1985b), pp. 106-7. 
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desiree them equally strong. However, if iron is not pulled to one magnet 

ratherr than another, it stills in the middle, equidistant from both of them. Is 

itt not the same with the "desirer" and the desired? 


