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- 1 - A. 503/5 

F/U 

1 . TJ .1 
PROBLEMS OF PHILOSOPHY 
A T h i r d Leve l A r t s Course 

TJ .2 
MOLulL PHILOSOPHY 

TJ.3 
I n t r oduced by 
GODFREY VESEY 
Pro fessor of Phi losophy 

2 . 2 A 
MS VESEY 

/VBSEYs I f t he re i s one t h i n g t h a t narks 

o f f the n o r a l ph i losophy o f the l a s t 

t h i r t y years or so f rom e a r l i e r moral 

ph i l osophy , I t h i n k i t i s p robab ly the 

concern o f n o r a l ph i losophers w i t h 

language, w i t h how mora l u t t e rances d i f f e r 

f rom non-no ra l ones i n t h e i r use . 

P r e v i o u s l y i t had "been assumed t h a t t o 

c a l l something good was a t l e a s t t o 

descr ibe i t . G.B. Moore, f o r i n s t a n c e , 

s t a r t e d from t h a t assumption and went on 

t o ask whether goodness was a n a t u r a l or 

a n o n - n a t u r a l q u a l i t y , Then i n 1944) was 

pub l i shed a book c a l l e d " E t h i c s and 

Language", by C,L. Stevenson, and we came 

t o see t h a t besides a d e s c r i p t i v e use o f 

language the re can be an emotive one. 

Language can be used t o express one 's 

f e e l i n g and t o persuade o thers t o f e e l 

(TJs NEXT) 
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- 2 - A.303/5 

(SHOT 2, on 2) 

3. TJ,4 

VSSEY contd; l i kewise . The trouble about 

emotivism, as i t was ca l l ed , was tha t i t 

becai.ie rather hard to see the place of 

reason i n e th ics . Cer ta in ly you can ' t 

recognise something as good without 

f ee l i ng drawn to i t i n some wayj but i s n ' t 

there more to iy than that? Can't people 

argue about what i s good, about what ought 

to be done? I s n ' t there such a th ing as 

moral reasoning? I t was against t h i s 

background of thought about the nature of 

mora l i ty that Richard Hare, White's 

Professor of Moral Philosophy i n thfe Univers i ty 

of Oxford, wrote two books, "The Language 

of Morals" and "Freedom and Keason", I n 

t h i s progxamne he discusses h i s moral 

philosophy w i th Anthory Kenny, Fellow of 

B a l l i o l College, Oxford, 

What use i s moral philosphy? 

TJ.5 
A discussion between Ii,M. 
i t .M, Hare, e t c . . . 
and A.J .P. Kenny..a 

4 . 2 A 
2-S KENHY & HAiiE 

(1 NEXT) 

/KlgJIIY: Professor Hare, you say : n the 

preface too one of your recent books that 

you becane a moral philosopher because you 

were troubled about moral questions* What 

- 2 -



- 3 - A.305/5 

(SHOT 4 , on 2) 

KEtOT c o n t d ; s o r t of p r a c t i c a l quest ions 

s t a r t e d you o f f ? 

5 . 1 A / H A I L E ; W e l l , i t was j u s t be fo re and d u r i n g 
MS HAKE 

the Second World War. There was a l o t of 

unemployment and poverty i n the Th i r t i es -

rauch worse than anything that i s happening 

here now - and i t ra ised problems about 

inequa l i t i es of wealth* Then there was the 

problem of war i t s e l f , and whether i t i s 

ever r i g h t to f i g h t . And of course behing 

these there loomed problems about what 

one's purpose ought to be i n l i f e anyway. 

These were moral problems - a l l b o i l i n g 

down to questions of what one ought to do? 

and they were pressing, because one had to 

decide what to do ( f o r example whether to 

j o i n the army when H i t l e r s tar ted h i s war) . 

I never thought of maral problems as any­

th ing else but extremely p rac t i ca l ones 

(perhaps t ha t ' s why I became a p r e s c r i p t i v i s t ) . 

6 . 5 A JZEMXi But can you explain how you thought 
MS KEKITY 

philosophy would help? 

7, 1 A /HAuE: I only became c lear about ^hat a f te r 
MS HAliE 

the War, although I was th ink ing a l o t 

about philosophy during i t . I t became 

clear to me that the f i r s t step i n tack l ing 

(3 NEXT) 

- 3 -



- 4 - A .303 /5 

(SHOT 7 , on 1) 

HtuJS contds anv_ d i f f i c u l t ques t i on i s t o 

"understand what i t i s you are a s k i n g ; and 

t h i s i nvo l ves knowing the meaning o f the 

words i n the q u e s t i o n , ( i cinie t o t h i s 

conc lus ion p a r t l y as a r e s u l t o f r ead ing 

what P l a t o sa id about Socra tes , who 

s t a r t e d the bus iness , and p a r t l y as a 

r e s u l t of con tac t w i t h the new school o f 

a n a l y t i c a l p h i l o s o p h y ) . I thought t h a t i f 

one was t o answer ques t ions about what one 

ought t o dos one had t o know what ' ough t ' 

neant - and I r e a l i s e d t h a t I d i d n ' t "begin 

t o know what i t meant. And t o t r y t o f i n d 

out what i t meant was do ing mora l ph i losophy. 

Another reason why we have "to find out what 

such words mean i s t h a t on ly then s h a l l we 

he c l e a r about t h e i r l o g i c a l p r o p e r t i e s ; 

and we won ' t be able to t e l l whether 

arguments about what we ought t o do are 

good arguments or bad arguments u n t i l we 

know what the l o g i c a l p r o p e r t i e s o f t he 

words are - f o r on l y i n t h a t way can we 

t e l l what f o l l o w s f xon wha t , what 

p r o p o s i t i o n s are c o n s i s t e n t w i t h one 

another , ana so on . So p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

a n a l y s i s r e a l l y i s i nd i spensab le i f we are 

go ing t o get t o the bottom o f any d i f f i c u l t 

problem i n m o r a l i t y , thoug I d o n ' t say t h a t 

i t i s the on ly t h i n g we have to do, 

(3 NEXT) 
- 4 -



(SHOT 7, on 1) 

- 5 - A.303/5 

ilAliE oontds because u s u a l l y the:e are very 

d i f f i c u l t f a c t u a l ques t ions i n v o l v e d t o o , 

about the consequences o f the a l t e r n a t i v e 

a c t i o n s . 

5-A 
2-8 f a v o u r i n g Kenny 

/KEMNYs Perhaps you c o u l d o u t l i n e aga in the 

conclusionsjrou reached about the l o g i c a l 

p r o p e r t i e s and meanings o f the mora l 

words, so t h a t we can s t a r t the d i scuss ion 

f rom your bas ic p o s i t i o n . 

9* 1 A 
MS HAIiE 

(3 NEXT) 

/H/uiEs L e t ' s s t i c k t o ' o u g h t ' , because i t 

i s the s imp les t * What I t h i n k I have 

d iscovered i s t h a t t h i s word has two 

p r o p e r t i e s which t oge the r determine i t s 

"meaning. F i r s t o f a l l , i t i s p r e s c r i p t i v e . 

Th is means t h a t f o r an^ ' ough t ' - s t a temen t 

the re i s something t h a t counts as a c t i n g 

i n accordance w i t h i t , and t h a t i f you 

d o n ' t so a c t , when the occas ion a r i s e s , 

you c a n ' t be r e a l l y and s i n c e r e l y 

subsc r i b i ng t o i t (un less of course you 

are unable t o ac t as i t r e q u i r e s ) . By 

t h i s I mean t h a t i f I say t h a t someone 

ought t o du oOnethin£, i t has t o be 

because of something about him and h i s 

s i t u a t i o n , and t h a t i ^ h i s something were 

t o be t r u e o f any o ther person and 

s i t u a t i o n , I c o u l d n ' t w i t h o u t i ncons i s tency 

- 5 -



- 6 A.305/5 
(SHOT 9; on 1) 

HAILB oontd: deny that the person i n that 

other s i tua t ion ought to do the same. In 

fac t moral judgements res t on pr inc ip les 

applying to a l l s i tuat ions of a cer ta in 

kinds and i t i s these p r inc ip les that we 

are r e a l l y subscribing to when we make 

moral judgements. I n my f i r s t book, "The 

LangU£ 9 of Morals", I t r i e d to establ ish 

that moral judgements have these two 

proper t ies | and i n my secondbook, "Freedom 

and ueason", I t r i e d t o showhow a theory 

of moral reasoning can be founded on these 

propert ies* 

10, 5 A 
MS KEHHY 

/KEIflTY; ( L i nk t o d i scuss ion ) 

AS DEJECTED: 

1 A 2-S ftWE & KENEY 
(MS, MCTJ, CTJ HALLB) 

2 A 2-S CAPS ( a n i n . ) 

3 A 2-S ILuJL' L KENT3Y 
(MS, MCU, CU HAuB) 

4 A CAPS (an i ia . ) 

(TJs NEXT) 
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A303/5~ ^ 
NOT TO BE TAKEN FROM THE LIBRARY U-5«/s) 

OPEH UNIVERSITY - ARTS 

P r o j e c t No: 00525/3020 

PROBLEMS OP PHILOSOPHY - MORAL PHILOSOPHY 

VgSEY; I f there is one thing that marks 

off the moral philosophy of the last 

th i r ty years or so from earlier1 moral 

philosophy, I think i t ' s probably the 

concern of moral iDhiloaophers with 

language, with how moral utterances 

dif fer from non-moral ones in their use. 

Previously i t had been assumed that to 

cal l something good was at least to 

describe i t . G.E. Moore, for instance, 

started from that assumption and went 

on to ask whether goodness was a natural 

or a non-natural quality. Then in 1944, 

was published a book called "Ethics and 

Language", by C.L. Stevenson, and we 

came to see thr t besides a descriptive 

use of language there can be an emotive 

one. Language can be used to express 

one's feelings and to persuade others 

to feel likewise. The trouble about 

emotivism, as i t was called, was that i t 

became rather hard to see the place of 

reason in ethics. Certainly you oan't 

recognise something as good without 

feeling drawn to i t in some way; but 

isn ' t there more to i t than that? 



2. (A.303/5) 

VESEY: (cont 'd) Can't people argue about 

what i s good, about what ought t o be 

done? I s n ' t there such a th ing as 

moral reasoning? I t was against t h i s 

background of thought about the nature 

of mora l i t y tha t Richard Hare, White's 

Professor of Moral Philosophy i n the 

Univers i ty of Oxford, wrote two books, 

"(The Language of Morals" and "freedom 

and Reason,n I n t h i s programme he 

discusses h is moral philosophy w i th 

Anthony Kenny, Fellow of B a l l i o l College, 

Oxford. 

K3MY: Professor Hare, before we s t a r t 

our discussion, I wonder i f you could 

give the students um a statement of 

your basic p o s i t i o n . You mentioned i n 

a preface of a recent book tha t you 

were f i r s t in teres ted i n moral philosophy 

because of an i n t e r e s t i n actual moral 

problems. What was i t tha t s tar ted you 

o f f? 

HARE: Wel l , I suppose i t happened j u s t 

before and dur ing the Second World War, 

I n the t h i r t i e s there was a l # t of 

unemployment, a l o t of poverty, much 

worse than anything t h a t ' s happening 

here *ow. 



3, (A,303/5) 

HAKE): (cont 'd) And i t ra ised problems 

about i nequa l i t i es of weal th, f o r 

example, and then there was the problem 

of war i t s e l f ; whether i t i s ever r i g h t 

to f i g h t . And of course, behind these 

there loomed bigger problems about what 

one's purpose ought to be i n l i f e any­

way. These were moral problems - a l l 

b o i l i n g down to questions of what one 

ought to do; and they were pressing 

because one had to decide what to do. 

For example, whether to j o i n the army 

when H i t l e r s tar ted h ie war. I never 

thought of moral problems as anything 

e lse, but extremely p r a c t i c a l ones 

(perhaps t h a t ' s why I became a pres-

c r i p t i v i s t . ) I only became clear about 

how philosophy could help a f te r the-

war, though I was th ink ing a l o t about 

philosophy during i t . I t became c lear 

to me that the f i r s t step i n tack l i ng 

any d i f f i c u l t question i s to understand 

what i t i s you're asking, and -this 

involves knowing the meaning of the 

words i n the quest ion. I came to t h i s 

conclusion p a r t l y , I suppose, as a r e s u l t 

of reading what Plato said about 

Socrates, who s tar ted the business. 

And p a r t l y as a r esu l t of contact w i t h 

the new school of ana l y t i ca l phi losophy. 



4. (A.503/5) 

HARE; (cont 'd) I thought tha t i f one 

was to answer questions about what one 

ought to do, one had know what rought ' 

meant, and I rea l i sed tha t l dLdn ' t begin 

to kn«w what i t meant. And to t r y to 

f i n d out what i t meant was doing moral 

philosophy. Another reason why we have 

to f i n d out what such words mean i s tha t 

only then sha l l we he clear about t h e i r 

l o g i c a l -properties; and we won't be able 

to t e l l whether arguments a'bout what we 

ought to do are gotd arguments or had 

arguments u n t i l we know what the l o g i c a l 

propert ies of the words are - f o r only i n 

that way can we t e l l what fo l lows from 

what, what proposi t ions are consistent 

w i th one another, and so on. So 

phi losophica l analys is r e a l l y i s i n d i s ­

pensable i f we're going to get to the 

bottom of any d i f f i c u l t problem i n 

mora l i t y ; though I don ' t say tha t i t i s 

the only th ing we have to do'., because 

usual ly there are very d i f f i c u l t f ac tua l 

questions involved too, about the 

consequences of the a l te rna t i ve act ions, 

I ' l l t r y and show you what I mean by 

tak ing the v/ord 1 ought' because i t ' s 

perhaps the s impl ies t or^vfords. What I 

th ink I?ve discovered i s tha t t h i s - I 

don ' t th ink I was the f i r s t person to 

discover i t - but er what I th ink I*ve 



5, (A,505/5) 

HAKE: (cont 'd) discovered i s that t h i s 

word has two proper t ies which together 

determine i t s meaning. F i r s t of a l l 

i t ' s not emotive - tha t would he qui te 

wrong - hut p r e s c r i p t i v e . This means 

that f o r any 'ought ' statement there 's 

something tha t counts as act ing i n 

accordance w i th i t . And tha t i f you 

don' t so act , when the occasion ar ises* 

you can ' t r e a l l y and s incere ly subscribe 

to i t (unless of course you're unable 

to act as i t requ i res . ) The second 

l o g i c a l property tha t 'ought ' statements 

have i s what's been ca l led t h e i r 

u n i v e r s a l i s a b i l i t y , I apologise f o r 

these long words. By t h i s I mean tha t 

i f I say tha t someone ought to do some­

th ing i t has to because of something 

about him and h i s s i t u a t i o n and that i f 

t h i s something were to be true of any 

other person and any other s i t u a t i o n , I 

c a t ldn ' t wi thout inconsistency deny tha t 

the person i n tha t othor s i t u a t i o n ought 

to do the same. I n f a c t , moral judge­

ments res t on p r i n c i p l e s , perhaps complex 

p r i nc ip l es , applying to a l l situations 

of a cer ta in k i nd . And i t ' s these 

p r inc ip les tha t we are r e a l l y subscribing 

to when we make moral judgements. 



6 . (A,303/5) 

HAKE: ( c o n t ' d ) Now, i n my f i r s t book, 

"The Language o f M o r a l s , " I was t r y i n g 

t o e s t a b l i s h t h a t mora l judgenmts have 

these two p r o p e r t i e s . And i n my second 

bookj "Freedom and Reason," I was t r y i n g 

to show how a theo ry of mora l reasoning 

can he founded on these p r o p e r t i e s , 

i r a g X : We l l bo th these books have been 

ext remely i n f l u e n t i a l , I t h i n k t h a t i n 

t h i s coun t ry and abroad er people have 

looked a t many quest ions i n moral 

ph i losophy q u i t e d i f f e r e n t l y as a r e s u l t 

o f read ing these books. But I ' d l i k e 

t o f^ocus, i f I may, on some o f the 

c r i t i s i s m s t h a t have been made o f your 

p o s i t i o n . I d o n ! t t h i n k t h a t people 

r e a l l y want t o con tes t - no t i n t h i s 

coun t ry a t any r a t e - t h a t moral j udge­

ments are u n i v e r s a l i s a b l e , er and I 

f o r my own p a r t w o u l d n ' t want to con tes t 

t h a t they are p r e s c r i p t i v e i f a l l t h a t 

t h a t mean-3 i s they have consequences 

f o r a c t i o n . Bu t I am r a t h e r d o u b t f u l 

whether these two c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s t h a t 

you p i c k on o f be ing p r e s c r i p t i v e and 

be ing u n i v e r s a l i s a b l e are s u f f i c i e n t 

e r t o c h a r a c t e r i s e what i s s p e c i a l 

about m o r a l i t y and mora l judgenmts* 



7. (A.303/5) 

KENNY: (cont'd) Can I just go over 

the d is t inc ion er which you make be­

tween is-statements and ought-statement 

to see that I 've got i t r ight? Er you 

have, f i r s t of a l l , is-statements 

which are descr ipt ive; they describe 

things, they say what the ^oflct i s l ike, . 

and they're universal isable. I f I 

describe th is piece of paper as white, 

I have to describe anything which i t 

resembles i n the relevant respects as 

white. At the other extreme, you have 

imparatives, commands; these are 

prescr ipt ive that i s they t e l l us what 

t» do, but they're non-universalisable, 

Er i f I asked you to pass the but ter , 

er th is i s prescr ip t ive; i t t e l l s you 

something you do, but i t i s n ' t univer-

sal isable, I don't moan that everybody 

situated as you are has to pass the 

butter. In between these, we have 

ought-statements and they share wi th 

imparatives the character ist ic of being 

prescr ip t ive, t e l l i n g us what to do, 

but they share v i t h is~statemerrts the 

property of being univsrsal isable. Is 

that f a i r as a statement of your position 



8. ( A . p * 3 / 3 ) 

HARE: W e l l I t h i n k I » d accept i t as a 

summary of s ta tement of my p o s i t i o n * 
over-

Of course one has t o , s i m p l i f y . 

KMgY; N a t u r a l l y . Now the quest ion I 

want t o put t o y r u i s whether t h i s i s 

r e a l l y an adequate c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n o f 

mora l judgements. I n suppose t h a t a 

s o c i e t y had er a se t o f p recep ts say 

t h a t they were d i e t a r y p r e c e p t s , um 

one was n o t t » eat "beans, say, or one 

was no t t o eat cabbage. Supptse t h a t 

these were regarded as p r e s c r i p t i v e 

judgements, o b v i o u s l y t h e r e were 

conc lus ions t o "be drawn about a c t i o n -

no t t o eat beans, no t to ea t cabbage* 

And these are u n i v e r s a l i s a b l e , these 

people b e l i e v e v e r y f i r m l y e r t h a t human 

be ings , a l l human be ings , should r e ­

f r a i n f rom e a t i n g beans or e a t i n g 

cabbage, Now i t seems t o me t h a t i f 

t h i s i s a l l we are t » l d about t he 

people i n t h i s s o c i e t y , er we c a n ' t y e t 

say t h a t t h i s i s a mora l system t h a t 

they have. 

HAKE: W e l l I t h i n k I shou ld l i k e t o 

say t o t h a t , t h a t I d o n ' t a t t a c h 

enormous impor tance t o the word m o r a l . 



9. (A,303/5) 

HARE: (contTd) What I a t tach impor t ­

ant i to having a set of p r i n c i p l e s to 

l i v e by. N*w I don ' t care R i g h t f u l l y 

whether you c a l l them moral or not, but 

i f these bean eaters , tha t you descr ibe, 

um r e a l l y stuck to eat ing beans through 

t h i c k and th in jc and er l e t tha t p r i nc ip le 

over - r i se a l l s t r t s of p r i nc i p l es we 

c a l l moral p r i n c i p l e s , er i n the same 

way as tha t i n which some people even 

nowadays do to ce r ta i n sexual taboos er 

then 1 th ink we would c a l l them, 1 would 

c a l l them moral p r i n c i p l e s , j u s t l i k e 

people c a l l these sexual p r i n c i p l e s , 

moral p r i n c i p l e s . 

OOTY: The people t h a t I had i n 

mind were r e a l l y people who wouldn ' t 

eat beans. 

HAjtE; I 'm so r ry , 

KSNgY: Er I - I chose negative p r i nc i p l es 

er de l i be ra te l y but never mind t h a t , 

Er the er you said i f they, i f these 

people allowed the um the eat ing of 

beans or the non-eat ing of beans to 

ovei*-ride th ings which we would c a l l 

moral p r i n c i p l e s , er then we might say 

tha t they had a moral system too . 



10. (A.303/5) 

£ M Y : ( con t ' d ) Er I t h i nk I agree 

w i t h t h a t , but i t seems to me tha t now 

the c r u c i a l po in t i s what are the 

reasons why we c a l l the th ings tha t we 

do c a l l moral p r i n c i p l e s . And I put 

i t to you tha t i t i s - t ha t er there must 

he something else "besides being pres­

c r i p t i v e and un i ve i sa l i sab le which 

makes us c a l l the th ings we c a l l moral 

p r i n c i p l e s by tha t name. 

HARE: Excuse me, I don ' t t h i nk tha t 1 a 

r e a l l y the question at a l l . I t h i nk 

the quest ion i s not why we c a l l them 

moral p r i n c i p l e s , but why we accept 

those moral p r i nc i p l es and don' t 

accept the moral p r i nc i p l es l i k e not 

eat ing beans•*. 

KENNY; But you would e x . . , 

HARB: But t hey ' re both moral p r i nc i p l es 

and I t h i nk an explanat ion should be 

given of why we or why I don ' t inc lude 

the th ing about not eat ing beans i n my 

set of moral p r i n c i p l e s , i f t h a t ' s 

what you*d l i k e * But i f anybody d id 

1 would say tha t he held a very ex t ra ­

ordinary moral p r i n c i p l e . 



11 . (A.503/5) 

KENNY; I t would "be enough to make i t 

a moral p r i n c i p l e merely tha t he held 

i t i n t h i s way. 

HARE: I t would he enough to make i t . 

h i s moral p r i n c i p l e . I would say of 

him tha t he was ho ld ing i t as a moral 

p r i n c i p l e . I f he r e a l l y stuck to i t 

l i k e t h a t , yes, l i k e people s t i c k t o , 

I mean er take the the ru les against 

incest f o r example* I t h i n k , I can 

imagine the cu l tu re which regarded er 

the ru le against incest i n much the 

l i g h t i n which you ever regard the 

ru le against eat ing "beans. And er er 

two people i n tha t cu l tu re w i l l he 

having rhe same discussions we're now 

having er w i t h the examples turned 

round, and you would he saying to me, 

suppose somebody thought i t f r i g h t ­

f u l l y wrong to er say, go to bed w i t h 

h i s s i s t e r , er could you r e a l l y c a l l 

tha t a moral p r i nc ip le? 

KKHNY: Wel l you don ' t t h i nk tha t there 

has to he any anything about the 

content er of urn a judgement i n order 

to make i t a moral judgement. I t 

doesn' t have to have any connection 

w i t h human wel fare or happiness or 

anything l i k e that? 



12. (A,303/5) 

HARE: Not i n order to make i t a moral 

judgement. Er of course once one has 

acepted the formal proper t ies which I 

say moral judgement has: namely pres-

c r i p t i v i t y and u n i v e r s a l i s a b i l i t y , 

I t h ink 1 can give you very good reason 

why we a l l accept the moral p r i nc i p l es 

tha t we do which near ly a l l of them 

have something to do w i t h human 

happiness. But I r e f r a i n from w r i t i n g 

t h i s i n t o the d e f i n i t i o n of the word 

moral simply because I do wish to be 

able to argue w i t h people and though 

one does meet people who don ' t urn t h i nk 

of er human happiness as of prime 

importance. Er, Nietzchians, f o r 

example. Er I want to go and have an 

argument w i t h them; I want t» s t a r t f a r 

enough back, as i t were, i n order t« 

catch them i n t o the argument so tha t I 

can use the purely formal p roper t ies 

of the words i n r rder to reason w i t h 

them. I f we ru le them out at the 

beginning as not j u s t - j u s t not having 

er moral opinions at a l l , the argument 

can never begin, they would go on w i t h 

t h e i r op in ions, we would have ours and 

we cou ldn ' t reason w i t h them. 



13. (A.303/5) 

KE1TO: I f you r e s t r i c t you rse l f , er to 

the purely formal proper t ies i n tha t 

way, then i t i s n ! t at a l l c lear what 

reason anybody has f o r adopting mora l i t y 

at a l l . That i s f o r f o r t a l k i n g the 

type of language which i s character ised 

by the formal proper t ies you mentioned. 

I f mora l i t y i s c lose ly connected w i t h 

human happiness then one can see why 

somebody e i t h e r through p ruden t i a l 

reasons or benevolent reasons would 

have- an i n t e r e s t i n t a l k i n g about 

mo ra l i t y . But i f mo ra l i t y need not 

as such have any connection w i t h 

happiness, why should anyone t roub le 

about moral language? 

HARE: Well the beauty of i t i s tha t 

when the moral words are def ined i n 

terms of t h e i r formal p rope r t i es , er 

al though we haven ' t w r i t t e n anything 

about human happiness i n t o t h e i r 

d e f i n i t i o n , nevertheless we can see 

extremely good reasons why people 

should want to have a set of words i n 

t h e i r language having those proper t ies 

simply because i f you are t r y i n g w i t h 

the other people i n your soc ie ty to 

come to a set of p r i n c i p l e s expressed 

say i n terms of the word rought1 er w i t h 

those formal p roper t ies which you can 

a l l accept. 



14. (A. 303/5) 
HAKE: (cont'd) That i s to say, i f I 

may repeat, i f you're t ry ing to f ind um 

a set of kinds of behaviour that a l l 

of you can prescribe universal ly for 

the behaviour of a l l of you - whether' 

or not of course urn er er what er -

you don't s t a r t , that i s to say, wi th 

any er content into the er which i s 

going to be wr i t ten in to your de f in i t i on 

of moral i ty, but you just s ta r t o f f 

with those formal pr inciples i t ' s 

obvious, I th ink, why people w i l l be 

l i k e l y to accept a set of such universal 

pr inciples for the behaviour of them 

which w i l l be directed towards the urn 

increase i n human happiness. I s n ' t 

th is obvious? 

KEOTY: Er I th ink that i t ' s obvious 

that they w i l l be er keen to um increase 

human happiness, er whether they w i l l 

think that th is i s er best done by 

adopting a par t icu lar s ty le of the use 

of language i s I th ink, rather a 

d i f ferent matter. But perhaps I •ould 

er connect wi th th is something that 

seems to me to have been a development 

i n your »wn interest over the years. 



15* (AOC5/5 

KESMY ogntds Urn you - i n ^'-lie Ii&ugua^e o-' 

Morals" you were in terested mainly, I t h i nk , 

i n an e th i ca l problem, a problem about the 

nature of moral judgement, a phi losophical 

pro&lem er about the d i s t i n c t i o n between moral 

judgements and other sorts of judgements*' tfni, 

you described yourse l f as a p r e s o r i p t i v i e t and 

you named your opponents d e s c r i p t i v i s t e ; 

descr ip t i v i s ts being the people who thought tha t 

moral judgements were i n some way judgements 

about the World, judgements tha t t o l d us how 

the World was, and you as a p r e s c r i p t i v i s t , er 

said that no, when one i s making a moral 

judgement, one i s essent ia l l y prescr ib ing 

f o r oneself and f o r others. Now t h a t ' s um a 

moral and e th i ca l d i s t i n c t i o n - a distinction 

about the nature of moral language. There 

i s another moral d i s t i n c t i o n which can be 

contrasted w i th t h i s , tha t i s the d i s t i n c t i o n 

between abso lu t i s t mora l i t i es and 

consequential ist mo ra l i t i e s . Let me expla in 

what I mean. An abso lu t is t i s somebody who 

thinks that there are Certain types of ac t ion 

which should never be done no matter what the 

consequences; he may say f o r instance, er no­

body should ever be j u d i c i a l l y to r tu red , no 

matter what whuld be the consequences of not 

t o r t u r i n g him. 



16. (A. 303/5) 
K3SOTY: (cont'd) Er somebody else, a 

consequentialist, might say we can't 

decide i n advance whether tor ture is 

r igh t or wrong er i n any par t icu lar 

case we must t r y to assess the con­

sequences of to r tu r ing somebody or not 

to r tu r ing him. The classical u t i l i ­

tar ians, I th ink, Bentham and M i l l , 

were consequentialists i n th is way. 

How one can combine er these two 

d is t inct ions in various ways. You can 

be a pr@script iv ist absolut ist or you 

can be a p resc r ip t i v i s t consequentialist, 

and you can combine consequentialism 

with prescript iv ism or wi th descriptivism. 

Er you yourself , er i f I understand 

r i gh t l y are a p resc r ip t i v i s t conse-

quent ia l i s t . 

HARE; Well, I ' l l be able to say that 

when I understand your d is t inc t ion 

better , Er I'm incl ined to think that 

i n most senses of absolut is t , at any 

ra te , I'm an absolut is t . 3? or example, 

I'm not a r e l a t i v i s t , but that I think 

i s not the d is t inc t ion you're making. 

Br I don't rea l l y see why a person who 

assigns importance to the consequences r 

of actions what you're doing when you're 



17. (A.305/5) 

HARE: (con t 'd ) doing something* can ' t 

"be ca l l ed an abso lu t i s t i n any sense I 

would understand, I mean a person* 

f o r example, who th inks tha t one 

absolu te ly ought not to b r ing about 

pain i n somebody else by t o r t u r e , now 

i s n ' t tha t er a consequence tha t one's 

er forb idden to b r ing about? 

KffTOt: Wel l one can be abso lu t i s t 

about somethings and not o thers . 

Cer ta in ly one might be urn er an abo l -

u t i s t about t o r t u r e and say tha t t o r t u r e 

i s abolute ly wrong, meaning by t h i s 

t ha t once any ac t ion f a l l s under the 

desc r ip t ion t o r t u r e , you don ' t need t» 

know anything more about i t i n order to 

know tha t i t ' s wrong, and the same 

person might not be, say, an abso lu t i s t 

about l y i n g ; he might t h ink some l i e s 

were a l r i g h t , some l i e s were n» t , and 

one ought to know more about them, I ' d 

l i k e to ask you er as not now as a 

moral phi losopher, but as a m o r a l i s t , 

whether you are i n f ac t abso lu t i s t 

about t o r t u r e ; whether you th ink t o r t u r e 

i s always and abso lu te ly wrong? 



18. (A. 303/5) 

HARE; Well er not er i t ' s hard to 

answer that question er u n t i l you t e l l 

me what I'm allowed to inclue under 

'always'. Er now I can imagine, I 

can think up s i tuat ions, ent i re ly 

fantast ic ones i f you l i k e , i n which I 

would think i t r igh t to tor ture somebody 

i n order to extract information from 

him, I give an example of th i s i n one 

of my hooks. But er I don't think 

that such si tuat ions are l i k e l y to occur-

IVen i f they do occur rea l l y er I thiol : 

that er once the er people who are i n 

charge of these things say um members 

of the police force, er get i t in t» 

the i r heads that i t i s sometimes l e g i ­

timate to tor ture a prisoner, they w i l l 

so easi ly persuade themselves that the 

par t icu lar case which confronts them, 

i s one of these cases and so therefore 

i t i s very much best i f er they simply 

rule i t out from the i r minds. The 

point here i s I'm not against these 

um rather simple pr incip les which I 

th ink i s what the absolut ist i s rea l l y 

a f ter er I'm not against them, the 

quarrel i s one about the i r status. 



19. (A.303/5) 

KEMY: DoesnTt th is mean that you 

think that the philosophers should 

rea l ly deceive the policeman. You, 

as a philosopher, er having studied 

the hypothetical cases can see that 

tor ture i s n ' t always wrong, hut do you 

think i t would be a good thing i f the 

policeman believed i t was always wrong'? 

HARE: Well here you're importing the 

urn question of be l ie f sxen't^0UI mean I 

don't er l i ke to ta l k i n those terms, 

but 1 think i t would be a good thing 

i f the policeman or I , i f I were a 

policeman, even i f I did philosophy 

sometimes er at other er when I wasn't 

being a policeman, I would s t i l l think 

i t r igh t fo r me as a policeman to put 

the idea of tor ture out of my head and 

th is i s a perfect ly consistentposit ion 

fo r a philosopher to hold. Er as a 

philosopher I can say wel l there might 

be fantast ic si tuat ions i n whiah i t 

would be r igh t to tor ture people but 

once I get in to my constable !s uniform — 

or whatever policemen wear - er I must 

just put i t out of my head, because 

although i t ' s conceivable that suoh 

cases might occur, they're very un­

l i k e l y to occur. 



20, (A.503/5) 
HARE: (cont'd) And i f I once l e t 

myself th ink they might occur and that 

i n th is case i t might be one of them, 

then I shal l f i nd myself doing i t . 

KBNIfif: I'm interested "that you d idn ' t 

l i k e er ta lk ing about bel ieving that 

tor ture was always wrong* Er I take 

i t that when you express urn what I 

would c a l l a moral be l ie f , er what I 

can get from th is on your view, i s 

not any information about the World, 

but only information about you. I f you 

t e l l me that tor ture i s always wrong, 

then a l l I can rea l l y learn from th is 

i s a certain resolut ion that you have 

taken rather than anything about the 

V«rld. 

HAKE: Well as i n i n the same sense um 

that er i f you er t e l l me that the 

t r a i n l e f t f i ve minutes ago a l l you can 

get from watching me say that or 

l i s ten ing to me say that , i s an 

information about what I believe about 

the t r a i n . 



2 1 . (A. 503/5) 

KEMY: No, because i f I t h i nk tha t 

your "belief has "been co r rec t l y a r r i ved 

a t , and knowing you to "be the k ind of 

person you are , I would assume i t had to 

be. I can get the f u r t h e r in fo rmat ion 

tha t the t r a i n leaves a t tha t t ime. 

HARE: Well then l e t ' s he qu i te c lear 

about t h i s . There are two t h i n g , a t 

leas t a t any r a t e , two th ings tha t 

happen er when I t e l l you the t h i n g 

about the t r a i n . One i s er you from 

my behaviour .gather tha t I be l ieve 

something, and t h a t r s a piece of i n ­

fo rmat ion . ■ You a lso , i f I 'm er an 

honest man and w e l l informed, gather 

some in format ion about the t r a i n . Now 

i f I t e l l you tha t I t h i nk tha t t o r ­

t u r i ng i s always wrong, er you get 

p a r e l l e l to the f i r s t •£ those um some 

in fo rmat ion about what I t h i nk about 

t o r t u r i n g . The seeonel t h i n g that 

happens, however, i s d i f f e r e n t . What 

I have conveyed to you and w h a t , i f you 

agree w i t h me, you w i l l t h i nk w i l l be, 

the t o r t u r i n g i s wrong which i s 

something p r e s c r i p t i v e . 



22. (A.$03/5) 

KMJY: But I don ' t get any in format ion 

about um any ob jec t ive moral values, 

and I th ink tha t t h i s i s what some of 

your c r i t i c s have had i n mind when 

they say tha t your view anh i l i a t es 

moral values* You denied tha t you do 

t h i s , hut i t seems to me tha t you you 

d» a n h i l i a t e moral values i n the same 

sense as somebody anh i l i a t es Santa 

Glaus when he t e l l s a c h i l d tha t Santo 

Olaue doesn't doesn' t e x i s t , 

HAKE: Of course, i t would be an awful 

p i t y t o a n h i l i a t e Santa Glaus i f Santa 

Claus was doing any good, but i f um 

e i t he r he d i d n ' t ex is t or he wasn' t 

doing any good, or i f the b e l i e f of 

him might have been pos i t i ve harm, 

er then i t wouldn ' t be a bad th ing 

tha t people should learn tha t he doesn't 

ex i s t and lea rn to get on wi thout him'« 

KgKNY; 3?hahk you very much Professor 

Hare, 


