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Thus to-be-pursuedness seems to be some sort of complex, relational property. The

property can be explained as follows:

x has to-be-pursuedness iff:

1 . for any agent S, if S perceives x, then S is motivated to pursue x; and

2. for any agent S, S ought to pursue x.

When Mackie says that good things have to-be-pursuedness “built into” them, I

propose to understand him as meaning that good things have the property to-be-

pursuedness (or at least they would, if there were any such things).

But Mackie clearly does not think it is an accident that all good things have to-

be-pursuedness built into them. Rather, he seems to think that goodness itselfhas, or

is supposed to have, to-be-pursuedness built into it. When someone recognizes that

something is good, they recognize that they should pursue it and they infact pursue it;

that is part of what it means to say that they recognize that it is good. It is not clear,

however, how we should understand this claim. I propose to interpret Mackie as

claiming that goodness is (or is supposed by objectivists to be) a complex property,

with to-be-pursuedness as one of its constituents. Note, however, that if this is his

view, then he clearly does not understand goodness in the same way Moore does;

Moore famously claims that goodness is a simple, unanalyzable property - a property

with no constituents at all. So if this interpretation of Mackie is correct, he is already

begging important questions.
4
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I now turn to premise two of Mackie’s argument. Why does he think that no

property has to-be-pursuedness built into it? Mackie never explains. However, there

would seem to be two possible reasons he could give. One is that there simply is no

such property as to-be-pursuedness. The other is that there is such a property, but it is

uninstantiated at this world. If there were such a property, it would be something like

a magnetic force that, when recognized, pulls us toward, or makes us pursue, the

object that possesses the property.

The Argument from To-Be-Pursuedness seems quite unconvincing. First, the

claim that goodness has to-be-pursuedness’ built into it is highly controversial. As I

noted above, to-be-pursuedness is a complex property with an ethical component (that

everyone should pursue it) and a motivational component (that everyone is motivated

to pursue it). Why does Mackie think that goodness has this property built into it?

The ethical component, it would seem, comes from utilitarianism - the view that we

ought to make the world as good as we possibly can (we ought to pursue goodness).

Thus utilitarianism seems to entail a conceptual link between goodness and moral

rightness. But of course, many philosophers have denied that we ought to maximize

goodness; surely not all of these philosophers are simply confused about the meaning

of the word ‘good’. Furthermore, many utilitarians would deny that the concept of

moral rightness is actually “built into” the concept of goodness as a constituent of it.

Rather, the utilitarian might claim that goodness and rightness are simple,

unanalyzable properties that are necessarily related in the way just described. So

premise one of Mackie’s argument seems to have a very narrow application; one
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would accept it only if one were a utilitarian of a certain type. Mackie’s analysis of

goodness begs too many questions in normative ethics.

Others have made the same mistake Mackie makes. For example, Richard

Gamer (1990) presses Mackie’s point about to-be-pursuedness. He says:

If we recognize a moral fact, then we recognize it as a moral fact, which is

to say that we recognize it as directing us to be or act one way rather than
another - and we recognize this whether or not we are moved to obey the
directions. It is the peculiar combination of objectivity and prescriptivity,
rather than any intrinsic motivational power, that makes moral facts and
properties queer, and neither Brink nor anyone else can purge that from
them to protect them from the argument from queemess. (Gamer 143, his
emphasis)

Gamer seems to be restating the Argument from To-Be-Pursuedness, focusing on the

claim that goodness is “prescriptive.” Like Mackie, he assumes that all moral facts are

prescriptive. But it is entirely consistent to claim that there are moral facts, but deny

that all of them are prescriptive. The only moral facts that are prescriptive are those

that involve the concepts of moral rightness, wrongness, and obligatoriness. Facts

about goodness may not be prescriptive. So this attack on moral realism is an attack

only on a limited number of moral properties, and could not be a convincing attack

against the property I am interested in.

Even if one were a utilitarian of the sort described above, who believes that

part of what it is to be good is to be something that ought to be pursued, there is no

reason why she would need to accept premise one. This is because premise one

presupposes that goodness has a motivational component. The motivational

component comes from internalism - the view that goodness is an inherently
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motivating characteristic. But one could perfectly well deny that goodness is

necessarily motivating. In fact, it seems quite plausible to do so, since there seem to

be many people who recognize and understand the difference between good and bad.

right and wrong, yet knowingly choose to do what is bad or wrong. While many of us

at least try to do the right thing most of the time, some people simply do not seem to

be motivated by ethical considerations at all. Thus premise one of Mackie’s argument

holds no force against non-intemalist views of goodness.

On the other hand, suppose we accept the forms of utilitarianism and

intemalism required to make premise one true. Why should we accept premise two of

Mackie’s argument? Unless one has a preconceived notion of the way the world is,

and what kinds of properties it contains, one will not see any problem with admitting a

property of to-be-pursuedness into one’s ontological scheme. It is clear that Mackie

does presuppose an ontology; it is not clear exactly what that ontology is, or how he

defends it. Gamer suggests the following defense of premise two: “It is hard to

believe in objective prescriptivity because it is hard to make sense of a demand

without a demander, and hard to fmd a place for demands or demanders apart from

human interests and conventions” (Gamer 143). But why can’t we make sense of

demands without demanders? Few moral theorists believe in God these days. Yet

many of them believe we have moral obligations. Are such theorists forced to be

conventionalists about morality? I do not see why. Ifthere were ontological problems

with supposing that there is a property of moral goodness - and so far, I see no reason

to think there are such problems - it would merely show that these problems must be

weighed against the problems with conventionalism. It is not at all clear that problems
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with conventional accounts of morality are any less serious than any alleged

ontological problems with moral realism. But discussion of this would take me far

afield.

Mackie then presents another argument from queemess. This argument may

perhaps be understood as lending further support to premise two of the Argument from

To-Be-Pursuedness. The argument is given in the following passage:

Another way of bringing out this queemess is to ask, about anything that

is supposed to have some objective moral quality, how this is linked

with its natural features. What is the connection between the natural fact

that an action is a piece of deliberate cruelty... and the moral fact that it

is wrong? It cannot be an entailment, a logical or semantic necessity.

...The wrongness must somehow be ‘consequential’ or ‘supervenient’; it

is wrong because it is a piece of deliberate cruelty. But just what in the

world is signified by this ‘because’? (Mackie 41)

Here is how I interpret Mackie’ s argument:

The Argumentfrom Supervenience

1 . If there is such a property as goodness, then something is good because of its

natural properties - i.e., goodness supervenes on natural properties.

2. Goodness does not supervene on natural properties.

3. Therefore, there is no such property as goodness.

Premise one is intended to be obvious; normally when we attribute goodness to

something, there are certain natural features of the world we can point to in order to

explain why it is good. For example, certain states of affairs might be said to be good
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because they involve attributions of pleasure, a natural property. With respect to

premise two, I take it that when Mackie asks “just what in the world is signified by

this ‘because’,” his question is rhetorical; he thinks there is no relation in the world

that is signified by ‘because’.

But in denying that there is any such thing as a supervenience relation,

Mackie’ s argument surely goes too far.
6
Supervenience relations are fairly

uncontroversial in areas other than ethics. For example, it is widely held by

philosophers of mind that the mental properties a person has supervene on the physical

properties of his brain; and it seems fairly obvious that certain properties of food, such

as its taste, supervene on its physical or chemical properties. Certainly Mackie would

not wish to argue that there are no mental properties, or that there are no such things as

tastes.

Furthermore, and perhaps more importantly, materialism itself is often

formulated as a supervenience thesis; materialists believe, roughly, that all facts

supervene on physical facts. David Lewis formulates materialism in this way:

“Among worlds where no natural properties alien to our world are instantiated, no two

differ without differing physically; any two such worlds that are exactly alike

physically are duplicates” (Lewis 1983, p. 364). This is a supervenience thesis. If

materialism is a supervenience thesis, then it would be incoherent for Mackie to argue

that moral realism is incompatible with materialism (and hence unacceptable) because

there is no such thing as supervenience. So Mackie’s task must be to show that there

is a special problem with utilizing the notion of supervenience in ethics
;
so far he has

not done so.
7

13



I conclude that the versions of Mackie’s ontological arguments against

goodness that I have just presented do not succeed. However, it is possible that

Mackie intended his ontological arguments to depend on his epistemological

arguments; so it is to these arguments I turn next. These arguments cannot plausibly

be interpreted as arguments against the existence of goodness, since one can always

maintain that although goodness exists, nobody ever has any good reason to ascribe it

to anything. Hence I interpret Mackie’s epistemological arguments as arguments that

there is no good reason to think that there is such a property as goodness.

Mackie states we cannot be aware of moral properties such as goodness; for if

we were aware of them, “it would have to be by some special faculty of moral

perception or intuition, utterly different from our ordinary ways of knowing

everything else” (Mackie 38). Thus I formulate Mackie’s first epistemological

queemess argument as follows:

The Argumentfrom Queer Faculties (Version One)

1 . If we have any reason to think there is such a property as goodness, then we must

be aware of goodness.

2. If we are aware of goodness, then we have a special faculty of moral intuition.

2. We have no such faculty.

3. Therefore, we have no reason to think there is such a property as goodness.

The reason Mackie thinks that awareness of goodness requires a special,

“queer” faculty is that goodness is a queer property. Mackie’s reasons for thinking
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goodness is a queer property have already been addressed; goodness is queer because

it has to-be-pursuedness built into it. Awareness of queer properties requires queer

faculties; so awareness of goodness must require a queer faculty. Uncontroversial

faculties such as sensation, introspection, and inference cannot make us aware of

goodness, according to Mackie (Mackie 39). The third premise is intended to be

supported by some sort of empiricist principle about knowledge - that all our

knowledge comes either from sense experience (including introspection) or from some

mental operations performed on concepts acquired through sense experience. Mackie

notes that some will dispute premise three, on the grounds that there are many

concepts about which we have knowledge that apparently cannot be explained by

empiricist principles - concepts such as essence, identity, necessity, possibility, power,

and causation, among others (Mackie 39). He seems to acknowledge that his defense

of premise three is incomplete in virtue of this response: “The only adequate reply to

it would be to show how, on empiricist foundations, we can construct an account of

the ideas and beliefs and knowledge that we have of all these matters. I cannot even

begin to do that here... I can only state my belief that satisfactory accounts of most of

these can be given in empirical terms” (Mackie 39).

This version of the Argument from Queer Faculties appears quite weak. First,

I have already given reasons to suspect that Mackie has not shown goodness to be a

queer property; if goodness is not a queer property, then premise two of this argument

stands unjustified. Second, in the absence of an empiricist account of the other

concepts mentioned above, premise three also stands unjustified; it is of interest only

as an autobiographical account of Mackie’s beliefs. Furthermore, if Mackie is so
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confident that concepts like essence, identity, necessity, power, and causation can be

understood empirically, why is he not equally confident that an empiricist account of

our knowledge of goodness can be given? If moral realism is compatible with the

weak version of materialism presented above - and in particular, if goodness

supervenes on observable properties - then such an account does not seem farfetched.

Finally, Mackie argues that the alleged supervenience of goodness on natural

properties presents an epistemological problem. This is a problem that he thinks

would arise even if we were to countenance a special faculty that discerns moral

properties:

It is not even sufficient to postulate a faculty which ‘sees’ the

wrongness: something must be postulated which can see at once the

natural features that constitute the cruelty, and the wrongness, and the

mysterious consequential link between the two. Alternatively, the

intuition required might be the perception that wrongness is a higher

order property belonging to certain natural properties; but what is this

belonging of properties to other properties, and how can we discern it?

(Mackie 4 1

)

Here is how I interpret Mackie’ s argument (substituting ‘goodness’ for

‘wrongness’):

The Argumentfrom Queer Faculties (Version Two)

1 . If we have any reason to think there is such a property as goodness, then either (a)

we have a single faculty that discerns natural features, goodness, and the link

between the two; or (b) we have a faculty that discerns the belonging of properties

to other properties.
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2. There is no single faculty that discerns natural features, goodness, and the link

between the two.

3. There is no faculty that discerns the belonging of properties to other properties.

4. Therefore, we have no reason to think there is such a property as goodness.

Mackie seems to defend premises two and three with an appeal to simplicity:

“How much simpler and more comprehensible the situation would be ifwe could

replace the moral quality with some sort of subjective response which could be

causally related to the detection of the natural features on which the supposed quality

is supposed to be consequential” (Mackie 41). What Mackie must have in mind is that

it is easier to account for moral knowledge if such knowledge consists merely of

knowledge of subjective attitudes toward certain natural properties. No special faculty

would be required.

This argument seems to have serious problems. First, premise three seems to

be obviously false. Everyone knows that some properties “belong to” other properties.

For example, the property redness has the property of being a color. It would seem we

know this a priori, by knowing what redness is and knowing what it is to be a color. If

certain natural properties have the property of being good, then whatever faculty tells

us that redness is a color also tells us that certain natural properties are good.

A further problem for Mackie’ s argument is that an exactly analogous

argument could be used to show that even if mental properties supervene on brain-

states, we could not possibly know it. After all, how could we have a faculty that

discerns the mental property, the brain-state, and the link between the two? The same
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would go for any other case of supervenience. Surely Mackie goes too far in arguing

that, for any supervenient property, we have no reason to think that it exists. He would

seem to be limiting our knowledge to a very small set of properties. Thus, I reject

premise two.

I am not prepared to provide a full-fledged account of our knowledge of the

good; however, here is a sketch that might make things seem not very mysterious. We

have sensory faculties that discern natural properties; we have another faculty

(admitted by Mackie for the sake of argument) that discerns goodness. A priori

reasoning tells us that goodness supervenes on natural properties. We don’t observe

supervenience in the way that we observe colors (as Mackie seems to suggest); we

judge that the supervenience relation holds by thinking about the natural properties,

thinking about goodness, and realizing that there is a dependence (perhaps by realizing

that it is in virtue of those natural properties that something is good). Perhaps the

reason Mackie would object to this account is because he is an empiricist, and not

inclined to admit the existence of this sort of a priori reasoning.

Finally, we might wonder what Mackie means when he claims that things

would be “easier” if we could explain moral knowledge simply in terms of subjective

responses to natural phenomena. Mackie seems to be making an appeal to a principle

of theoretical simplicity - that other things being equal, we should prefer a simple

theory to a more complex one. I am prepared to admit such a principle; I might even

be prepared to admit that a theory like one that Mackie has in mind could be simpler

than a theory that involves a real property of goodness. Nevertheless, Mackie is far

too hasty in declaring this to be a reason to reject realism; for it is far from clear that a
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theory like the one he envisions can account for all the facts. In effect, what Mackie

argues is that an epistemological theory need not account for moral knowledge,

because a theory that doesn’t allow for moral knowledge would be simpler than a

theory that does. But if there really is moral knowledge, then a true epistemological

theory must account for this fact. A theory that entails there isn’t any moral

knowledge would not be satisfactory - even though it might be simpler.

1 .2.2 The Argument from Relativity

Mackie ’s other main line of attack against realism is a familiar one; it is based

on the fact that different people, and different cultures, have different beliefs about

morality.

The argument from relativity has as its premiss the well-known variation

in moral codes from one society to another and from one period to

another, and also the differences in moral beliefs between different

groups and classes within a complex community. (Mackie 36)

Thus, I interpret Mackie ’s Argument from Relativity as follows:

1 . Different cultures have different moral codes, and different individuals have

different moral beliefs.

2. If 1 , then realism is not true.

3. Therefore, realism is not true.
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Premise one is uncontroversial (though the extent to which the moral codes of

different cultures are different is debatable). Premise two, however, is highly

debatable; it stands in need of a lot ofjustification. It has been pointed out many times

that the mere fact that people disagree about something does not show that nobody is

right. Mackie is well aware of this.

But it is not the mere occurrence of disagreements that tells against the

objectivity of values. Disagreement on questions in history or biology or

cosmology does not show that there are no objective issues in these fields

for investigators to disagree about. (Mackie 36)

Why, then, do moral disagreements cast doubt on realism even though

scientific disagreements do not cast doubt on the objectivity of science? According to

Mackie, the reason seems to be that there is an important difference between the way

we come to have our scientific beliefs and the way we come to have our moral beliefs.

(S)cientific disagreement results from speculative inferences or explanatory

hypotheses based on inadequate evidence, and it is hardly plausible to

interpret moral disagreement in the same way. Disagreement about moral

codes seems to reflect people’s adherence to and participation in different

ways of life. The causal connection seems to be mainly that way round: it

is that people approve of monogamy because the participate in a

monogamous way of life rather than that they participate in a monogamous

way of life because they approve of monogamy. (Mackie 36)

Thus Mackie’ s version of the argument from relativity is based on a causal

claim about how we come to have our moral beliefs.
8
The fact that people disagree on

moral matters can most reasonably be explained by the view that people come to have

their moral beliefs as a result of societal conditioning.
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(T)he argument from relativity has some force simply because the actual

variations in the moral codes are more readily explained by the hypothesis

that they reflect ways of life than by the hypothesis that they reflect

perceptions, most of them seriously inadequate and badly distorted, of

objective values. (Mackie 37)

It seems that according to Mackie, realism entails that we form judgments about

whether things are right or wrong, good or bad, by perceiving that they are so - not by

learning it. Since there is widespread disagreement about moral questions, realism

entails that at least some of these perceptions must be mistaken.

But Mackie recognizes a further objection the realist may make at this point.

When one culture approves of an action, and another disapproves of it, the realist may

claim that this is because of contingent differences in the circumstances of the

members of the two cultures. The same general ethical principle may condone a

behavior in one culture but forbid it in another.
9

It is easy to show that such general principles, married with differing

concrete circumstances, different existing social patterns or different

preferences, will beget different specific moral rules; and there is some

plausibility in the claim that the specific rules thus generated will vary

from community to community or from group to group in close agreement

with the actual variations in accepted codes. (Mackie 37)

Thus the realist may deny that most moral judgments are based on “seriously

inadequate and badly distorted” perceptions of value. Two apparently incompatible

judgments may both be based on clear perceptions of objective value; the apparent

incompatibility can be explained by appealing to the different circumstances of

judgment. Of course, there will still be some disagreements that cannot be explained

in this way. However, the plausibility of the Argument from Relativity depends upon
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there being very little general agreement on ethical issues, in which case many

judgments would have to be wrong; a small amount of disagreement could not be

sufficient to establish his conclusion.

But Mackie thinks this response is inadequate. According to Mackie, general

principles do not play a part in ordinary moral reasoning:

That is, people judge that some things are good or right, and others are bad

or wrong, not because - or at any rate not only because - they exemplify

some general principle for which widespread implicit acceptance could be

claimed, but because something about those things arouses certain

responses immediately in them, though they would arouse radically and

irresolvably different responses in others. (Mackie 37-38)

It seems to me that Mackie’s response misses the point. In claiming that a

single ethical principle can explain apparently incompatible moral judgments, the

realist is not claiming that such a principle plays any part whatsoever in the psychology

or the motivation of the people making the judgments. The realist can agree

completely with what Mackie says. What the realist claims is that a single principle

couldjustify apparently incompatible judgments - that the principle, combined with

certain relevant facts about the two situations, entails one judgment in one situation

and a different judgment in another.

Furthermore, I think Mackie overstates the difference between the realist and

anti-realist positions concerning the formation of moral judgments. The realist need

not deny that social conditioning plays a causal role in the formation of moral

judgments. It certainly seems plausible to suppose that, to some extent at least, we are

taught the difference between right and wrong. While growing up, we are taught to
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distinguish good from bad through the use of exemplars; certain things are taken to be

paradigmatic instances of goodness, and we generalize based on those instances. The

difference between the realist s account of the formation of moral judgments and

Mackie’s account concerns the extent to which societal influences determine one’s

beliefs; Mackie seems to think that societal influences are the only factor in the

formation of these judgments. This makes Mackie’s view seem implausible in certain

cases; for example, consider the case of the person who rejects her society’s moral

code. The realist can say that in such a case, a person may perceive a fault in her

society’s morality; since Mackie does not believe in moral perception, this option is

not open to him. Mackie must hold that the “moral reformer” has simply fallen under

the sway of some other societal influence. Perhaps Mackie’s view is right; but he

certainly has not given any reason to prefer it. Thus it seems to me that Mackie’s

relativity argument fares no better than his queemess arguments.

I think that Mackie has not provided any compelling reason to reject realism. I

do not pretend to have put this issue to rest. There have been many other attacks on

intrinsic value; besides Geach, Foot, and Thomson, Monroe Beardsley (1965) and

John Dewey (1939) have advanced arguments against intrinsic value that some have

found convincing. I do not find any of these arguments convincing;
10
however, I must

leave refutation of these arguments for another occasion. I now turn to the concept of

intrinsic value.

1

Here I follow the terminology of David Lewis (1986, p. 59).

2
Or almost every predicate; perhaps self-contradictory predicates do not

denote properties even in the abundant sense.
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3
See Lewis (1986, p. 60).

4 We might instead interpret Mackie as claiming that the property of goodness
itself has the property to-be-pursuedness. If this is his claim, then he must hold one of
two views. Either (i) when we pursue something good, it is really the property of
goodness itself, not the thing that is good, that we are pursuing and ought to pursue; or
(ii) when something is good, the to-be-pursuedness of the property of goodness itself

always attaches to the thing that is good. However, in other passages Mackie seems to

imply that there is no such thing as the “belonging of properties to other properties”

(Mackie 41); thus I think it would be wrong to interpret Mackie in this way.

5
This is noted by David Brink (1989, p. 422).

6
Brink gives essentially the same response to Mackie (1989, pp. 425-426).

Some philosophers have remained uneasy about the claim that moral

properties supervene on natural properties. Terence Horgan and Mark Timmons
(1992) have argued that while Mackie did not provide reasons for thinking that there is

a special problem with supervenience in ethics, such reasons can be given. The
problem, they say, is that supervenience relations must be explained, and there is no

way to explain how moral properties supervene on physical properties in a way that is

satisfactory to a materialist. The notion that supervenience relations need to be

“explained” in the sense required by Horgan and Timmons is questioned by Nick

Zangwill (1997). The issues raised are very complex, and I do not wish to discuss

them here.

o

It should be noted that not everyone interprets Mackie in this way; for

example, see Brink (1989, pp. 423-425).

9
For further discussion of this claim, see James Rachels (1996).

10
Against Geach, see Hare (1957); against Beardsley, see Conee (1980); and

against Dewey, see Frankena (1963).
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CHAPTER 2

INTRINSIC VALUE

2. 1 What is Intrinsic Value?

When explaining the notion of intrinsic value, philosophers often say that

something is intrinsically good if it is good “in itself’ or “in and of itself.”

Intrinsically good things, it is often said, are “ends in themselves”; they are good even

if they don’t have any good effects; they are good “for their own sakes.” Pleasure, for

instance, is often mentioned as something that is intrinsically good; we think it is good

to feel pleasure even if the pleasure will not bring about anything else that is good.

Money, on the other hand, is obviously not intrinsically good; if it is good at all, it is

good because of what it can get you. Unfortunately, this does not help very much in

understanding the nature of intrinsic value. What does it mean to say that something is

“good in itself,” “good as an end,” or “good for its own sake”? These expressions are

quite mysterious themselves. There have been many attempts to characterize the

notion of intrinsic value.
1

I will focus on the views of Kant and Moore.

2.1.1 The Kantian View

Kant begins the Groundingfor the Metaphysics ofMorals with the following

passage: “There is no possibility of thinking of anything at all in the world, or even
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out of it, which can be regarded as good without qualification, except a good will”

(Kant 7, his emphasis). Kant goes on to write:

A good will is good not because of what it effects or accomplishes, nor
because of its fitness to attain some proposed end; it is good only
through its willing, i.e., it is good in itself. ...Even if, by some
especially unfortunate fate or by the niggardly provision of stepmotherly
nature, this will should be wholly lacking in the power to accomplish its

purpose. . .yet would it, like a jewel, still shine by its own light as

something which has its full value in itself (Kant 7-8, my emphasis)

It would seem that Kant is talking here about intrinsic value, since he says that a good

will is good “in itself.” Thus Kant seems to think that to say that something is

intrinsically good, or good in itself, is to say that it is “good without qualification.” So

I propose the following as a preliminary formulation of Kant’s view:

K1 : x is intrinsically good if and only if x is good without qualification.

Fred Feldman explains this view as follows: “In general, and for anything, when you

say that it has this sort of goodness you don’t have to add any qualifier. Your remark

will be complete and unambiguous as it stands” (Feldman 1998a, p. 8).

K1 is not a very promising account of intrinsic goodness. The problem is that

no statement of the form ‘x is good’ is unambiguous as it stands, because ‘good’ has

many interpretations. It can mean ‘intrinsically good,’ ‘overall good,’ ‘extrinsically

good,’ and so on. So it seems impossible for anything to be good without qualification

in this sense. Furthermore, as Feldman points out, even when something is

intrinsically good, it is sometimes very misleading simply to say that it is good,
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without using the qualifier ‘intrinsically’. “For example, suppose a certain episode of

pleasure causes a dear friend to have a fatal heart attack. . . .If you (a hedonist) were to

say ‘that episode of pleasure was good, a “good thing,” just dandy’ you might be

misunderstood” (Feldman 1998a, p. 9).

It might be thought that such an example begs the question against Kant. After

all, Kant doesn’t think that pleasure is intrinsically good; the only thing he thinks is

intrinsically good is a good will. “Of course this episode of pleasure turns out not to

be intrinsically good according to Kl,” Kant might say. “That’s not a counterexample

to Kl, it merely shows that hedonism is not true; and we could argue against many

other axiologies in the same way.” Perhaps (though it seems unlikely) any time

someone says something like “Mary’s good will is good,” what they say is not open to

any misunderstanding. Even if this were true, I would not want to endorse Kl . It is

important not to presuppose any substantive axiological theory when trying to

illuminate the concept of intrinsic value. I would not endorse any criterion of intrinsic

value that eliminated plausible axiological theories (hedonism, for instance) on the

grounds that they are incoherent. If the hedonist is wrong to say that the doomed

man’s experience of pleasure is intrinsically good, he is making an axiological

mistake, not a conceptual one.

Here is a slightly different interpretation of Kl . Sometimes we say that

something is an “unqualified success.” When we say this, we mean something like

that it is a success from every possible viewpoint, or from every perspective; it is a

success in every way. For example, we might say that building the Tellico Dam was

an unqualified success, because it was good for the economy, provided many people
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with work, eliminated many hideous snail darters, and so on; it was economically

good, environmentally good, morally good, etc. Perhaps when Kant says that intrinsic

goodness is goodness “without qualification,” he means that when something is

intrinsically good, it is good from every perspective, or in every way.

This interpretation is no better. Nothing is good from every perspective; even a

good will is not good from the perspective of someone who hates goodness or loves

evil (Satan, perhaps). And I think it is pretty clear that something could be

intrinsically good without being good in every way. Something could be intrinsically

good, yet instrumentally bad (and overall bad, signatorily bad, contributorily bad,

economically bad, etc.).

In order to arrive at a better interpretation of Kant, let’s look at some other

things he says about the good will:

While such a will may not indeed be the sole and complete good, it

must, nevertheless, be the highest good and the condition of all the rest,

even of the desire for happiness. In this case there is nothing

inconsistent with the wisdom of nature that the cultivation of reason,

which is requisite for the first and unconditioned purpose, may in many
ways restrict, at least in this life, the attainment of the second purpose,

viz., happiness, which is always conditioned. (Kant 9, my emphasis)

This suggests that when we say that something is intrinsically good, we are

saying that it is good unconditionally. Kant sheds more light on his views in the

following passage:

Persons are, therefore, not merely subjective ends, whose existence as an

effect of our actions has a value for us; but such beings are objective

ends, i.e., exist as ends in themselves. Such an end is one for which

there can be substituted no other end to which such beings should serve
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merely as means, for otherwise nothing at all of absolute value would be
found anywhere. But if all value were conditioned and hence
contingent, then no supreme practical principle could be found for
reason at all. (Kant 36, my emphasis)

This passage reveals that when Kant says that something is good

“unconditionally,” he also thinks it has absolute value, and that it is good not merely

contingently, but necessarily. We are now in a position to state three other possible

Kantian criteria of intrinsic goodness.

K2: x is intrinsically good if and only if x is good unconditionally.

K3: x is intrinsically good if and only if x is good absolutely.

K4: x is intrinsically good if and only ifx is good necessarily.

I think it is possible to understand K2-K4 in such a way that they are

essentially equivalent. When we say that x is good unconditionally, we are saying that

x is good under all conditions : on the condition that today is Tuesday, on the

condition that x has bad consequences, and so on; thus, we are saying that x is good,

not merely relative to this or that circumstance, but in any circumstance; that is, that x

is good absolutely. “A thing is unconditionally good if it is good under any and all

conditions, if it is good no matter what the context” (Korsgaard 178, my emphasis).

And to say that x is good absolutely - not merely relative to this or that circumstance -

is just to say that x is good not merely in this or that possible world, but in every

possible world; that is, x is good necessarily.
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Kant’s view of intrinsic value has been very influential. Christine Korsgaard,

for example, claims that Kant’s view has an “important advantage” over G.E. Moore’s

view (Korsgaard 184). (I will discuss Moore’s view below.) “The primary advantage

of the Kantian theory of goodness is that it gives an account of the ‘objectivity’ of

goodness that does not involve assigning some sort of property to all good things”

(Korsgaard 195). Whatever advantages Korsgaard thinks Kant’s view may have,

Kant’s view is simply unacceptable as a view about intrinsic value. The first problem

is that in each of K2-K4, the term ‘good’ appears on the right-hand side of the

biconditional. As I noted above, ‘good’ is subject to many interpretations; so how are

we to understand ‘good’ in these accounts of intrinsic value? It is hard to see any way

to understand ‘good’ that would make these accounts plausible.
2
Suppose we

understand ‘good’ to mean ‘overall good’. Then according to K2-K4, nothing could

ever be intrinsically good. It is simply impossible to think of something that is overall

good in every possible world, in any possible circumstance. All we have to do is

imagine a world in which that thing has terrible consequences. According to Kant, a

good will is necessarily good. But just imagine a world where that good will has

disastrous consequences for itself and everything else in the world; imagine, for

instance, that the existence of that good will causes thousands of people to suffer

excruciating pain throughout their lives, or causes the destruction of many other good

wills. Clearly in such a world that will would not be overall good.
3

But it may be objected: “Sure, in that world the good will would have terrible

consequences; but it would still have at least one good aspect that could not be taken
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