Ethics: the study of general principles of moral right and wrong.

Some central questions:

Are people generally good/bad?

Are people generally selfish/altruistic?

Is morality an invention or a discovery?

Are there moral facts?

Are moral facts mind-independent facts?

Are moral facts absolutely true, or only relatively true?

Are moral judgments emotional or intellectual judgments?


Cognitivism vs. noncognitivism

(e.g., Plato vs. Hume)

Blackburn’s view is a Humean view.

Hume: “Reason is and ought only to be the slave to the passions and can pretend to no other office than to serve and obey them.”

Suppose it’s true (and necessarily true) that:

If you think an action is right/good, you have some motive to do it.

Cognitivism reads this left-to-right, noncognitivism right-to-left

Cognitivism: ethical judgments are cognitive/intellectual judgments; ethics is based on mind-independent truths about right and wrong. (morality is discovered)

Noncognitivism: ethical judgments are emotional judgments; ethics is based on feelings (morality is invented) 

Problems with cognitivism:

I judge you to be doing something wrong.

What does this judgment consist in?

· suppose judgments of right/wrong are reducible to factual judgments, e.g., that you are causing pain, etc., 

-- but I might not care about such facts (in which case, judgments of right and wrong not necessarily motivating)
· suppose judgments of right/wrong not reducible to factual judgments; I just directly perceive the wrongness: 

-- this is completely mysterious; how could such ‘perception’ be possible?
Does non-cognitivism recommend that we just do whatever we want? 

Not necessarily.

Depends on what psychology it is paired with.

Psychological egoism: the view that all human action proceeds from selfish motives.

Compare:

‘People always act on some motive’

‘People always do what they want’

‘People always act out of self-interest’

Genuinely selfish desires: aimed at one’s own good/happiness/pleasure, etc.

I see you suffering and try to help. Why?

PE: because seeing you suffering causes me discomfort. The real motive here is to make that discomfort go away.

Blackburn: that’s not how it works. My desires are really for your suffering to stop, not just mine.

Two ways to get a desire to go away. Satisfy it, or excise it. Some desires about the welfare of others are intended to be satisfied, not just excised.

Golden Rule: x should treat other people the way x wants to be treated
But people have idiosyncratic concerns. It’s more important that I take your concerns seriously, rather than mine. 

But only some of your concerns. (Not the weird, idiosyncratic ones.)

Blackburn:

Morality is invented:

We have a certain set of concerns, project these out into the world in terms of right and wrong

Some of our desires are genuinely altruistic.

That’s normal, given that we are social creatures

Some sets of concerns better than others: lead to harmony, friendship, loyalty, etc., as opposed to treachery, suspicion, discord, etc.

Concerns that promote happiness are better than those that don’t

Moral relativism: 

Nothing is objectively right/wrong, but only right/wrong relative to some culture

To say that X is right for culture C is not just to say that C thinks X is right, but that it really is, for them.

(compare: “true for me”)

What makes something right for a culture? That a majority thinks it’s right?

Then slavery was right for antebellum South, genocide for 1940s Germany, racism for the KKK, etc.

Tolerance

Moral relativism seems to lead to tolerance, but doesn’t

Tolerance is only good for those cultures that value tolerance

If morality is objective (not relative), we can claim that tolerance is an objective good, can criticize others’ concerns but respect their autonomy
