6 Prescriptivism

Prescriptivisn:

“You ought to do this” is a universalizable prescription (not
a rruth claimy; it means “Do this and let everyone do the
same in similar cases.”

ALILI\ your moral principles by first teying to be informed and
tmaginative, and then seeing what you can consistently hold.

P‘rfsgripri\'ism sees ought judgments as a type of prescription (or imperative).
“You ought ro do A7 like “Do A7 doesn’t state a facr and isn’t true or false.
Insteud, it expresses our will, or our desires. But unlike simple imperatives,
oughr judgments arc universalizable. This means that they logically commit us
to making similar evaluadons about similar cases. This leads to a useful form of
golden rule reasoning.

Wl begin by listening to the fictional Ima Prescriptivist explain his belief in
prescnptivism, Then we'll consider objections.

6.1 Ima Prescriptivist

N e @ E o 1 —— N g ey e ) 1
My e stlma Prescripivise. Tve embraced prescripuvism us I've come to see
tvh;xr moral judgments express our impartial desires about how people are to
live.
] m t;‘ilamg‘;\ moral phdosophy course right now. Undl last month, 1 hado’t
tourd any of the views to be very attractive. Then we started R.M. Hare's
P T S 2 IS S
presezipuvism. Hlare's view miakes more sense to me than all the others put
St e N B T § T ? - 1 1
toge ther. Tl try to explain his view; but youw’ll have to bear with me, because it’s
complicated. You won't sce s attractiveness unril we ger far into it.
1.(?( NI start ;M the beginnmyg. An oughr judgment is a type of prescription,
or imperatve. Compare these two examples:

v 1 PP N ;
L lcative: Iniperatiie:

The door 15 open. Close the door.
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The indicative trics o srate a fact about the world and is true or false. To
accept the indicative 1s to have a belief. But the imperative doesn’t state a fact
and isa’t trae or faise. Instead, it tells what to do—it expresses our wil or
desire that the person close the door. Moral judgments are like the imperative.
They don’t state facts and aren’r true or false. Instead, they express our will or
desire about how people are to live. To accept a moral judgment isn’t to have a
belief about an external fact. Instead, it’s to commit yourself to a way of life.

You're probably thinking, “Oh no, Ima rejects moral truths; so his view I
going to be just like emotivism.” But don’t judge so quickly. My view makes
ethics rational, and so is very snkike emotivism. It doesn’t martter that moral
judgments aren’t literally true or false. Whar matters is that we can refute Nazi
racists and teach our children how to think rationally about moral issues.

Imperatives can be highly rational and needn’t be very emotional. Many
impressive achievernents of human reason are systems of imperatives. Consider
a cookbook with complicated recipes, our country’s Jaws, the rules for chess,
and the directions for using a complex computer program. A computer
program itself consists of instructions that tell the computer what to do under
various conditions. Imperatives can have a sophisticated Jogical structure and
needn’t be very emotional. By contrast, exclamations are primigve grunts.

Moral judgments in our ordinary speech are closer to imperatives than to
exclamations. In discussing ethics, we often shift between imperatives ("Don’t
kill”) and ought judgments (“You ought not to kill”); the two seem similar. It
would be strange to use exclamations (“Boo on killing!”).

6.2 Freedom and reason

This is still Ima. [ et me explain why I like prescriptivism.

To satsfy me, an ethical theory has to do two things. First, it has to allow
me the freedon to form my own moral beliefs. Sure, I need factual informanon
and advice from others. But these alone won’t give me the answer. To think
otherwise would compromise my freedom as a moral agent. In the end, I have
to answer my owf moral questons.

The worst approach to ethics 13 cultural relativism. This view gives vou nio
freedom to think for vourself on moral issues. You have to go along with the
crowd—with whatever the majority approves of. I can’t accept this. ’'m a free
person, and I can think for myself about ethics.

In addition, a satsfying view has to show us how to be rational in forming
our moral beliefs. Morality is important. Ir shouldn’t be an arbitrary thing, like
picking a postage stamp. Answering moral questions should engage our ratonal
powers 1o their limits.

Subjectivism is an example of an irradional approach. Here vou can sav, "1
like it—so it must be good.” How idiotic! Don’t we have minds? Can’t we
reason about motahty?

Burt fow can we reason about moralin? None of the earlier views has becn
very helptul on this. Do we just go with our basic moral intuitions? What if our
soctery huas faught us racist intuitions? The ideal-observer view gives the
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So A sats g view should show us how o form our moral belicfs in aree

and vicena/ wav. This reminds me of my vounger brother, Brian. His girltriend
got hinumnvolved ina Nazi group thar preaches racial hatred. So he talked with
mic ibour how we ought to treat other races. Brian asked, *“Ima. don’t just force
vour pranciples on me, but instead reach me how to think our my own moral
views. He was confused on how to think our moral quesuons. He said that the
alrernaave to Saking was to just go along with the side that most SWays yout
vmotions. Later Il say how 1 answered his question,

So how can we be both free and ratonal in forming our moral beliefsr Hare
seruygied with this question and came up with 4 remarkably innovative answer.
He sees moral language as the key. What do we mean by “ought”r Once we
understund dus term, we can discover the logical rules for irs use. Then we can
understand how ro reason for oursclves about moral issucs.

tlare sces ought judgments as universalizable prescriptions. “You ought to
do this” is cquivalenr to “Do this and let evervone do the same in similar
cases.” Our moral belicts express our desire that a kind of act be done in the
present case and in all similar cases. Moral beliefs can be e because they
express our own desires and aren’t provable from facts. Thev can be rutional
because the logic of “ought™ leads to a method of moral reasoning that engages
our rational powers to their limits.

6.3 Moral reasoning

This s stll Inma. 1 need to cive the logieal rules for “ought” and then show how
moral thuinking can be rational,
There are owo basic logical rules for tought’™

U To be logically consistenr, we must make similar evalua-
tions ubout similar cases.

P 1o be logically consistent, we must keep our moral beliefs
in harmony with how we live and want others ro live,

These n

iws ace based on the meaning of “oughr,” which is a word for express-
ing uneversalivable prescriprons. Rule U holds because ought judgments are
ann crsalizable: iCs part of thetr meaning rhar they apply to similar cases. Rule P
holds because ought judgments are prescriprions (mperatives;, and thus
express our willl or our desires, about how we and others are to live.

Rules U and P oare consisteney rules. They aren’t mmperatives or moral
prcdgments. They don’t say “We wghs o do such and such ... Instead, they tell
wowhat we must do If we're w be logicallv consistent in our moral beliefs.
These rules, despite their abstracrmess, dre very useful. They lead ro a colden
rile (GR) consisteney condition, which is the most mportant cloment in
ranonal moral thinking.

Suppose that Derra has « e bicyeie. I sas o myself:
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. . N . . I PR v " b ut an
By rule U, this logically commits me to making the same evaluation abo

imagined reversed situagon:

(b) 1 believe that, if the situaton were exactly reversed, then Detra oxght

to steal my bicvcle.

o . e the
By rule P, this in turn logically commits me to willing something about the

imagined reversed sItUAHON:

‘ I if the sitaar ere exactly rever n Detra
(c) I desire that, if the sitwagon were exactly reversed, the

would steal my bicycle.

So believing that I ought to steal Detra’s. bicycle logica}ly cor{lmits. me hio
desiring that my bicycle be stolen if I were in her.place. If 1 don’t desire this,
then P'm inconsistent in holding my original ought )uc'lgment‘ . -

Here’s a general formulation of this idea—which is sotlgewhat like the tradi-
tional golden rule (“Treat others as you want to be treated”):

The GR consistency condition claims that this combinartion 1s
logically inconsistent:

o 1 believe that T ought to do something to another. .

e T don’t desire that this be done to me in the same situation.

This consistency condition holds because ought judgments arc‘umver&‘lhzablc
prescriptions. To accept an ought judgment ina co‘nmstent way Is 7to dc§u§ tllﬂt
a kind of act be done in all similar cases, including ones where we imaginc
ourselves in the place of the other person. A , A N
To apply the GR consistency condjuc?n, we'd imagine Ol-llI‘SClVC.S in tb.c im%r
place of the other person on the receiving end (?f the action. 1t \f*c thin we
ought to do something ro another, but don’F desire that this be done to u(s 1.1’1
the same sitaarion. then we violate GR consistency. Suppose t}’mt we think \\é
ought to enslave others because of their sk?n cgllor, blftt we don’t dcslr.c that ’\\\c
be enslaved if we were in the same siruation (including the same me color).
Then we're inconsistent—and we're breaking the logical rules built into the
erm “ought.”
““;O apt[;ly our GR consistency conditton most adequatcly,' we ncer,d knmt\:
ledge and imagination. We need to &non what cffegt_ out actions ha\‘cvovn “L,
lives of others. And we need w© sagine ourselves, vividly :md accgmtd} , 1 the
other person’s place on the receiving end of yhc action. GR consistency, W h'cg
combined with knowledge and imagination, 15 an imporant tool for rgfutmg
Nazi racists and for teaching our children to think rationaltly abgut 1’1»10rall issucs.
‘T think rationally about ethics, we nced to be informed,‘mmgl.nam'c,- and
consiseent. Moral reasoning doesn’t deduce moral conch‘lsxons tromA tacrs.
Lustead, it tests our consistency. The most unportant kind of moral consxsrcnc;\‘
—~ e T e sl e cvendak g0 A cmmathineg ra anather bt don’e
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desive that e be done o us oan imagined idendeal situston, then we're

NCONsisient,

6.4 Against Nazis
This oosoll Inac need waother seetion o tell you how Tanswered my younger
brothier’s question.

Recull thar iy brother Bran got involved with 4 Nazi group that preached
racial hatred. He was perplexed about how we ought to treat other races. He
asked, “hma. don’t just torce vour princtples on me, but instead teach me how
to think out miv own moral views.” He was contused on how o reason about
moral questions.

How did T answerr Firse I praised Brian for wanting o reason instead of just
following his emoutons. Ernotions are great—but not Nazi emotions divorced
from reason. Many Nazis don’t want to be rational, and prefer violence or

cmotional rhetoric.

Then T rold Brian that he had 1o make up his own nund on moral issues.
Moral principles can’t be proved or disproved by appealing o facts. The
principles he aceepted would be his own free choice, and would express how
he wanted people to live,

Brian broke 1, “Are vou saving that we can’t reason abour basic moral
principless” T replbied that T was zer saving this. 1 rold him thar many philoso-
phers hud clunied that we can’t reason abour basic moral principles, bur that
Hare bad shown them wrong, We can reason by appealing to consistency.
Even though we're free to torm our own moral belicfs, our beliefs can be more
or less ranonal. To dhink rationally abour ethics 1s o think 1 a way that is
ntormaed imaginatve, and consistent.

To be mtormed 15 1o uiderstand the faces correctly. So we ralked about the
racts. We talked abour differences berween races and whether these are genctic
or culurall We talked about how Nazsm develops and spreads. We ralked
ibour alrernatives to Nazi views, and how other socictics deal with racial
drversity. And we udked about the probuble consequences of the Nazt strategy,
and alternative strategles, on people’s ves—including the lives of the Jews
who would sutter under Nuzi policies.

brodd Briun rhar it wusn’t enough just wo know the facts; we also need to
appreciare the hunan significance of the facts on people’s lives. We need what
Flare cadls “imugination.”™ So T rold Brian to imagine himself and his farmuly in
e place ot the victims, those who would suiter from Nazi pohcies.

[ wold Brin thar we also need ro be consistent, and 1 explained GR consis-
rency. Brian saw siphe away that dus would excdude Nazi policies. He said,
“Surely don’t desire thar 1 and my familye be ireated so badly 1t we were 1n the
plice of the Jews So 1 can’t consistenthy hold thar T ought to wrear them this
aav He concluded rhat Nazi moral beliets were irrational—since Nazis

wouidi 't hold these beliets consistently of they knew the facts of the case and

eercised thedr imaginagon.
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‘ Brian then asked if there were any ways for a Nazi to evade the GR reason-
tng. I told him that Hare had sketched several escape strategies, but that none
were very satisfactory. Let me give four of these:

[ Ih; Na’/ji could use “ought” in a way that doesn’t express a
universalizable prescription. Then he could reject the GR consis-
tency condition.

In this case, the Nazi’s use of “ought” would be peculiar and misleading. He’d
do better to avoid moral language and just say that he mants to mistrear Jews.

2. The Nazi could refuse to make moral judgrents on the issue.

Then we couldn’t refute his moral views, because he doesn’t have any. We can't
beat »him at the game of morality if he doesn’t play the game. Note that our
consistency condition applies only if you make an ought judgment about how
you ought to treat the other person. '
3. The Nazi could say that he doesn’t care about being inconsistent

and irrational.

Then he's admitted that we've refuted him.

4. The Nazi could desire that he and his family be put in concentra-
ton camps and killed if they were Jewish.

Such a Nazi could be consistent. But only a crazy person has such desires.

SQ the_ GR argument is strong but not inescapable. The argument becomes
giccxswc for a person who wants to make genuine moral judgments on the case
(I and 2} in a consistent way (3) and doesn’t have crazy desires (4). Thus
prescri;?tivism gives a strong way to reason. With most other views, we can’t
argue turther when we run into a difference on a basic moral principle.
Prescriprivism goes further because it appeals to consistency.

Lf:t‘me sum up my approach to moral rationality. To think rationally abour
ct}ncs. i1s to think in a way that is informed, imaginative, and consistent, And the
most importnt part of consistency is to follow the golden rule.

Reflect on how you react to this view. Do you have objections?

6.5 Objections

Ima’s approach to ethics has many virtues. It does a fine job in showing how
moral thinking can be both free and rational. Ir gives a brilliant analysis of the
golden rule. And it gives useful tools for reasoning aboutr moral issues. While
its appro'ich to moral rationality resembles that of the ideal-observer view (see
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ov component. The most questiomuble part of the view, however, seems 1o be

. [ “ 3y
s analyais of “oughe

Ima’s view divides ineo owo parrs:

Ay Rusiw o wmorad reasoning: Vo be logically consistent, we miust muke
simibur evaluarions about similar cases, live in harmony with our
mopal beliers, and follow the golden rule.

2 HAwabss o el Ought judgmenis are universalizuble preserip-

rions—rnot truth chams.,

Sonie artiics object o formulating (15 in teoms of dgica/ consisiency. They say we
comunit 1o logical inconsistency if we make contlicang judgments about similar
cases, violate our moral beliets, or violate the golden rule. Some such critics
think the so-called Agiw/ rudes in (1) are better seen as very general woral rules:

fla; We wght 1o muke similar evaluations about similar cases, live in
huarmony with our moral beliets, and follow the golden rule.

ical rales mo (1 are based on the analysis of “ought” in (2). But this

veis has further problems, since it tmplies that cught judgments aren’ truth
clams, and so aren’t literally true or false. This seems to conflict with how we
approach ctlues in our daily fives.

When we deliberate about a moral issue, we generally assume that there’s a
truch of rhe marter that we're trying o discover. We'te not just tying 1o
develop ratonal desives; we're also wrving to discover the truth about how we
ought to live. And we speak as if there are moral truths, We use words like
“tyue,” ralse)” 7 mmstaken,” “discover,” and “know” of moral judg-
ments——but nor of imperauves. When we use such objecdve lunguage, we can’t

“correct,

plausibly subsartuie a aniversalizable prescripdon fur an ought judgment.

Suppose thar T say ds:
w0 D hnow ad poes oaghs fo o b,

Proscnpovism claams that the ralicized part 55 a uan ersalizable prescrpuon,
and mcans “Do dus and ler evervone do the same 1o similar cases.” Bur we
can’t substrute the later tor the former:

H | 3 Pooall ST e P A TUEEDN
b D Riiow hat vu Fs i cnd B Runit GO T Sudere 1 SGIRAT Gy

53 docsn T DO proscnpuvism seems o clash with

Here o vnibes sense bur

s use moral langua

fnia could reply that our moral practice s wrong when it speaks uf moral
krowledge and morl rruths, Or he could accept these notions but water them
down mavbe calling an oughr judgment “orae” just endorses the judgment {and
docsn’t make an objecuve claimy. While these responses are possible, the

preswnption des with our morad pracace. If so, then we should accept moral
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Ima says 1w doesa’t maeter that moral judgments aren’t true or false. What
matters 1s that we can refure Nazi racists and teach our children to think
rationally about moral issues. Prescriptivism does a good job on these. For
example, 1t gives powerful ways to show that Hider’s moral beliefs were
irranional—even though these beliefs wouldn’t be licerally false. Prescriptivism
gives strong moral arguments but not moral truths. But I’d like to have both.
Pd like ro use GR reasoning to discover moral truths—for example, that
Hitler’'s moral bebiets were false.

Ima’s rejection of moral truths makes it easier for Nazis to escape the GR
argument. Ima’s consistency conditions tell us what we have o do, Jf'we choose
to use “ought” consistently. But we might avoid using “ought.” If we do so, we
don’t violate anv moral wuths and doa’t violate GR consistency. On Ima’s

.

view, none of these is a moral truth:

. We cught to make moral judgments about our actions.
. We ought to be consistent.
. We ought to follow the golden rule.

Moral truths would make it more difficult to escape the GR argument.

Where do we go from here? We might try to combine ideas from intuition-
ism and prescrptivism—so we'd have both moral truths and strong wavs of
reasoning about morality. Or we might try o develop prescriptivism’s tools of
moral reasoning in a neutral way that could be defended from various views on
the foundatons of ethics. We'll work on both ideas in the next three chapters.

6.6 Chapter summary

Prescnpuovism sces moral judgments as a type of prescription, or imperative.
Moral judgments, like the simple imperative “Close the door,” don’t state facts
and aren’t true or false. Instwead, they express our will, or our desires.

Ought judgments are universalizable prescriptions. “You ought to do thiy” is
equivalent 1o “Do this und let everyone do the same in similar cases.” So moral
beliets express our desire that a kind of act be done in the present case and in
all similar cases—including ones where we imagine ourselves in someone else’s
place.

Prescrpovism shows how can we be both free and radonal in forming our
moral beliets. Moral beliefs can be free because they express our desires and
aren’t provable rrom tacts. They cun be rariosal because the logic of “ought”
leads to a method of moral reasoning that engages our rational powers to their
limits,

Moral behets ure subject wo two basic logical rales:

U To be logically consistent, we must make similar evaluations about
sinular cases.

P. To be logically consisrent, we must keep our moral beliefs in
hurrzony with how we live and want others to live,
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Kule U hokds bocause moral judgments are universalizable: 10s part of their
meaning that they apply to similar cases. Rule P holds because moral judgments
are prescripuons amperatives), and thus express our will, or our desires, abour
how we and others are 1o live,

Prescapuvisn’s GR consisiency condigon, which follows from these two
logical rules, claims that this combinadon is inconsistent:

® I believe dhat T ought to do something to another.
. T don't desire thar this be dune to me in the same situation.

This consistency condition is 4 more precise version of the traditional golden
rude (“Trear orthers as vou want 1o be rreated”). We violare ir if we think we
ought to do something to another but don’r desire that this be done to us in the
SUMe Sifualion.

To thunk rationally about cthics, we need to be informed, imaginative, and
consistent; the most important pagt of consistency is to follow the golden rule.
This approach can show that Nazi moral beliefs are irrational—since Nazis
wouldn’t be consistent in their moral beliets if they knew the facts of the case
and excratsed their imagination.

However prescaptivism, while it has important mnsights, scems o test on a
gquesuonable foundation. Tr says that ought judgments are universalizable
prescriptions (or imperarives) and not trath claims. This leads it o deny the
possibiliy of moral knowledge and moral rruths—which seems to conflict with
how we approach cihies in our daily lives.

6.7 Study questions

I How does presenptivism define “oupht”™? What method does it follow
for arrrving ar moral beliefs?

2o What 1s a “prescriprion”? What does it mean to say that ought judgments
arc “universalizable” prescoptionsy

3. How do imperatives difter from indicativesy {6.1)

4 Did ima reject dhe wdea of moral rrarhs? Did this make his view “just like
emouvism’?

3. Are imperatves necessanly emotional? Give some examples to show that
unperatives can be highly ratonal.

0. Bxplamn what Ima said about moral freedom and radonality. (6.2)

What was Brian's probleti? What did he want from Imar

8. How is the meanmg of “ought” the key to how we can be both free and
ratonal 1 our moral thinking?

J. What are the two logical rules about moral consistency? What ure they
based on? (6.3)

bo. Expiam the GR consizrency condinon. Poes it say how we ought to hive?

Lo Explain (osing the example of stealing Detra’s bicycle) how the GR
consistency condivon follows from the idea that moral judgments are

universalizable preseripuons.
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13, How did Imu answer Brian’s question? How did he say that we can
reason about basic moral principles? (6.4)

14, How did Ima argue against Nazi moral beliefs? In whar four ways could
Nazis evade the GR reasomng?

15, Wrire about a page sketching your initial reaction to prescriptivism. Doces
it seem plausible to you? What do vou like and dislike abourt it? Can yvou
think of any way to show that it’s falser

16, What do some critics say about prescripuvism’s consistency rules?

Explain the objection to Ima’s analysis of “ought.” How might Ima replv

o this objecton? (6.5)

18. How does the rejection of moral truths make it easier for Nazis to escape
the golden rule reasoningy

~1

6.8 For further study

To solidifv your understanding, do the EthiCola exercise (see Preface) for
“Ethics 06—Prescriptivism.” Also do “Ethics 06v—Vocabulary for 46,7
“Erthics 06r—Review of 4-6,” and “Ethics 06z—Review of 0-6.”

For more on presctipdvism, see Hare’s Freedos and Reason; 1 especially
recommend Chapters 1, 6, and 11. His eazlier The Language of Morals focuses on
imperatdves and moral language; his later Mora/ Thinking defends utilirarianisim.
For some technical criticisms of Hate’s approach, see Section 6.5 of Gensler’s
Formal Ethics. The Bibliography at the end of the book has information on how
to find these works.




