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Moore on the Right, the Good, and
Uncertainty

Michael Smith

In Principia Ethica G. E. Moore famously argues thar there is an analytic
connection between facts about which actions are right and wrong and facts
about the goodness and badness—that is, the value—of actions’ outcomes.

All moral laws, I wish to shew, are merely statements that certain kinds of actions will
have good effecis. The very opposite of this view has been generally prevalent in Ethics.
“The right’ and ‘the useful’ have been supposed to be at least capable of conflicting with
one another, and, at all events, to be essentially distinct. It has been characteristic of a
certain school of moralists, as of moral common sense, to declare that the end will never
justify the means. What 1 wish first to point out is that ‘right’ does and can mean noth-
ing but ‘cause of a good result,” and is thus identical with ‘useful’; whence it follows that
the end always will justify the means, and that no action which is not justified by its
results can be right. That there may be a true proposition, meant to be conveyed by the
assertion “The end will not justify the means,” I fully admic: but that, in another sense,
and a sense far more fundamental for ethical theory, it is uttetly false, must first be
shewn, (Moore 1903: 146-7)

- Though Moore here claims that it is analytic that right acts maximize value, he

later came to amend this under the influence of Russell (Russell 1910, Mocre
© 1942). He subsequently suggested that it isa priori, but not analytic, that right
acts maximize value. But though even this weaker claim can be and has been
challenged (Rawls 1971, Scanlon 1998), I'will take the stronger claim that it is
analytic for granted in what follows. For what interests me is not the status of
the claim that right acts maximize value, but rather what those who acceprir,
whether as analytic or a priori, sbould say when they are reminded that we
cannot be certain about the consequences of our actions. This is the question
that Moore goes on to address in the relevant section of Préncipia Ethica. Before
proceeding, however, let me anticipate a couple of misgivings.
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First, as we will see, Moore moves seamlessly between talk of defining
rightness in terms of the maximization of value and talk of defining duty in
such terms. But, it might be objected, to say that an act s right is to say that it
is permissible, and hence that it is not the case that one hasa duty notto doit. It
is not to say that it is one’s duty to do it. [ will, however, overlook this difference
in what follows. If it is one’s duty to maximize value then acts that are permis-
sible, but not one’s duty, are presumably those that produce at least as much
value as some other act that maximizes value. Right acts maximize value just
the same as duties. As between the options that one faces, one’s duties are
simply those acts that are uniquely right. :

Second, far from being analytic, or even a priori, some might think that
Moore’s consequentialist account of right action isn't so much as true, As such,
they might say that they have no interest in what one who accepts it should say
in the light of uncertainty. But this would be a serious mistake. For the kind of
consequentialism that is true, even if what Moore says is analytic, is a kind of
consequentialism that deontologists can and should happily accept (Dreier
1993, Louise 2004). While Moore’s own view was that value is a simple
property, and hence would presumably have favoured a formalization of his
definition of right action along the following lines:

(x)(s db-ing at time t is right iff s ¢-ing at t maximizes value)

we can allow that values might be relativized to persons and times in a way con-
genial to deontology (Smith 2003). A formalization of the following kind

might therefore be more accurate:
{(x){x’s b-ing at time t is right iff X’s -ing at t maximizes value, )

My keeping my promise now might maximize value,,. oy and so be the right
thing for me to do, even though my now breaking my promise would
maximize value j,. and perhaps even maximize value,, e sime- MooTE's
puzzle about the impact of uncertainty on the definition of right action is thus
a puzzle for everyone.

The paper is in four main sections. In the first I spell out Moores view of the
way in which uncertainty affects the proposed definition of rightness in terms
of the maximization of value. In the second section I compare Moores view
with an alternative put forward more recently by Frank Jackson (1991). In the
third and fourth sections I offer my own account and say why it should be
preferred to both Moore’s and Jackson’s views. ‘To anticipate, it turns out that
Moore and Jackson are both right about something and wrong about
something. The correct view combines elements from both. '
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1. Why Moore thinks that uncertainty is a problem

Why is uncertainty an issue, given the proposed definition of ‘rightness’ in
terms of ‘maximization of value’? Moore explains the problem this way:

In order to shew that any action isa duty; it is necessary to know both what are the other
conditions, which will, conjointly with it, determine its effects; to know exactly what
will be the effects of these conditions; and to know all the events which will be in any
way affected by our action throughout an infinite future. We must have all chis causal
knowledge, and further we must know accurately the degree of value both of the action
itself and of all these cffects; and must be able to determine how, in conjunction with
the other things in the Universe, they will affect its value as an organic whole. And not
onily this: we must also possess all this knowledge with regard to the effects of every pos-
sible alternarive; and must then be able to see by comparison that the total value due to
the existence of the action in question will be greater than that which would be pro-
duced by any of these alternatives. But it is obvious that our causal knowledge alone is
far too incomplete for us ever to assure ourselves of this result. Accordingly it follows
that we never have any reason to suppose that an action is our duty: we can never be
sure that any action will produce the greatest value possible. (Moore 1903: 149)

The problem is thus supposed to be that, since we can never be certain of all of
the effects of the actions we perform, still Jess all of the effects of the actions
which we don’t perform but which were options for us, it follows that ‘we never
have any reason to suppose that an action is our duty.” But if this is the prob-
lem, then it seems to be rather overblown. If we cannot be certain of the effects
of our actions then, let’s agree, there can be no conclusive reason to suppose that
any particular action is our duty. But that doesnt entail that there are no
reasons at all to suppose that any particular action is our duty—or rather, that
would follow only if reasons for belief had to be conclusive reasons, and there
seems to be no good reason to suppose that this is so.

As subsequently becomes clear, however, the claim that there is no reason at
all to suppose that aniy particular action is our duty is not crucial to the problem
Moore wishes to raise. He goes on as follows.

Ethics, therefore, is quite unable to give us a list of duties: but there still remains a
humbler rask which may be possible for Practical Ethics. Although we cannot hope to
discover which, in a given situation, is the best of all possible alternative actions, there
may be some possibility of shewing which among the alternatives, likely o occur to any
one, will produce the greatest sum of good. This second task is certainly all that Ethics
can ever have accomplished: and it is certainly all that it has ever collected materials for
proving; since no one has ever attempted to exbaust the possible alternative actions in
any particular case. Ethical philosophers have in fact confined their attention to a very
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limited class of actions, which have been selected because they are those which most
commonly occur to mankind as possible alternatives. With regard to these they may
possibly have shewn that one alternative is better, i.e. produces a greater total of value,
than others. But it seems desirable to insist, that though they have represented this
result as a determination of duties, it can never really have been so. For the term durty is
certainly so used that, if we are subsequently persuaded that any possible action would
have produced mote good than the one we adopted, we admit that we failed to do our
duty. Fewill, however, be a useful task if Ethics can determine which among alternatives
likely to occur will produce the greatest total value. For, though this aleernative cannot
be proved to be the best possible, yet it may be better than any course of action which
we should otherwise adopt. (Moore 1903: 149-50)

The real problem that concerns Moore is that there is no plausible task for
Practical Ethics in the absence of certainty about which actions are right. There
is no way of getting from the abstract knowledge of what it is about an act that
is right thar makes it right to a decision about what to do in concrete situations
in which we have only limited knowledge of consequences. ‘

There are two parts to Moores response to this problem. In the first he
details a ‘humbler’ task for Practical Ethics. Even though we can never be
certain which-acts maximize value, there is, he tells us, still something ‘useful’
we can establish, namely, ‘which among the alternatives, likely to occur 1w any
one, will produce the greatest sum of good.” In other words, in the absence of
certainty about which actions maximize value, we can still say which acts are
likely to maximize value, given our limited knowledge. And then in the second
part he argues that, since what we would conclude if it were to emerge that an
act that we classified as ‘right’ on the basis of our limited knowledge didn't in

fact maximize value is that our classification of the act as ‘right’ was in error, it

follows that acceptance of this humbler task for Practical Ethics gives us no
reason to question our original definition. When we call an act ‘right’ what we-
mean to be saying of it, even when we engage in the humbler task, is that that

act maximizes value, not merely that (say) to the best of our knowledge at the .-

time of speaking it maximizes value.

Moore appears to be on strong ground in giving this two-part response. For:
asimilar set of worries arises in the case of less controversial definitions, and the
solution, in such cases, is the very solution Moore proposes. Consider the def-.
inition of ‘bachelor’ as ‘unmarried male.” The worry in this case is that, since,
we have only limited knowledge of the things that people have done in the past,:
we can never be certain whether any particular person is an unmarried male. .
There is, however, still something ‘useful’ we can do in our search for bachelor,

evidence available to us. In compiling a list of bachelors we thus decide whom to :
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put on the list on the basis of the likelihood that they are gmnarried males. But if
it subsequently comes to light that someone we classified as a béfcl'lelor was
married at the time that we made our list, then we conclude that it is our list
that is in error. To say of someone that he is a ‘bachelor,” even v.vhen we engage
n1 the humbler task of classifying people on the basis of the evidence available
to us, is thus to say of him that he is an unmarried malei, not rnerely-that (say)
co the best of our knowledge at the time of speaking he is an unmarried male.
For all the appearance that Moore is on stiong ng)und, h-owever,. both parts
of his response have been challenged. In the following section I W‘dl cotnpare
Moore's definition of right action, and his resultant account of th'e. useful .task
o be undertaken in Practical Ethics, with a competing definition of righe
action and account of the task of Practical Ethics pro posed by Frank ]acks‘on.
‘Though Jackson does not explicitly mention M0§3re, the .arguments-he gives
Jook like they could well have been formulated with the aim of refuting both

parts of the Moorean view,

2. Jackson versus Moore

Aswe have seen, Moore's view has two parts. The firstis the claim that righ’t acts
are those that maximize value. The second is his account of the ‘hl%m?)ler task
of Pracrical Erhics, given that we cannot be certain which acts maximize value.
We decide what to do by figuring out which acts are fikely to maximize value.
Lets begin by focusing on the second component. N : .
Frank Jackson provides what seems to me to be a quite c-lec1swe refutation o
Moore’s account of the task of Practical Ethics. The refut_atlon takes the forn:% of
a counter-example. He asks us to consider Jill, a physicmn,'who has to defnfle
on the correct treatment for her patient, John, who has a minor but not trivial

skin complaint.

Jill has ohly two drugs, drué X and drug Y, at her disposal Wk_liCh have any chance (c))f
effecting a cure. Drug X has a 90% chance of curing t-he patient Put also hasa 10 /;ol
chance of killing him; drug Y has a 50% chance of curing the patkent'but has no ba

side effects. Jill’s choice is between prescribing X or prescribing Y. It is clear dlal;:l;sk;e
should prescribe Y, and yet that course of action is not the course of action most lixely

to have the best resuits. (Jackson 1991: 467)

What Jackson’s counter-example suggests is that, at Jeast whe:n we do Praf:tic':ai
Ethics, we have no special interest i which actions are most likely to maximize
value. Though Jill’s prescribing drug X has a 90 per cent chance o.f r?mmmn%
value—that is, of bringing about a complete cure —and prescribing drug
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only has a 50 per cent chance of having this result, our intuitive.response is
thar Jill should prescribe drug Y, not drug X Jill should. prescribe drug Y,
notwithstanding the fact that it is #of most likely to maximize value. .
Jackson makes explicit his alternative conception of the task of Pr_acucal
Eihics in his discussion of another variation on the example of Jill, the

physician, and her patent, John. This time

Jill. .. has three drugs to choose from: drug A, drug B, and drug C. Careful cor_lsidcra—
tion of the literature has led her to the following opinions. Drug A is very likely to
relieve the condition but will not completely cure it. One of drugs B and C will com-
pletely cure the skin condition; the other though will kill the patient: and there is no
way she can tell which of the two is the perfect cure and which the killer drug. What
should Jill do? _

The possible outcomes we need to consider are: a complete cure for John, a partial
cure, and death. It is clear how to rank them: a complete cure is best, followed by a
partial cure, and worst is John's death . .. But how do we move from that ranking to a
resolution concerning what Jill ought to do? The obvious answer is to take a leaf ous of
decision theory’s book and take the results of multiplying the value of _each possible
outcome given that the action is performed, summing these for cach action, and then
designaring the action with the greatest sum as what ought to be done. In cur example
there will be three sums to consider, namely:

Pr{partial cure/drug A taken) X V{partial cure) + Pr(no change/drug A
taken) X V{no change) o

Pr(complete cure/drug B taken) X V{complete cure) -+ Pr(death/drug B
taken) X Vdeath)

and

Pr{complete cure/drug C taken) X Vicomplete cure) + Prideath/ d;ug C
taken) X V(death)

Obviously, in the situation as described, the first will take the highest value, and so we -

get the answer that Jill should prescribe drug A. (Jackson 1991: 462-3)

What this example shows is that thiere is a clear alternative to Moore’s suggesti.op
that when we engage in Practical Ethics, we should try to figure out Wh.lCh._.
action is most likely to maximize value. For, much as decision theory tells us

that the right action to choose is the one that maximizes exj)ectez.i urility,. 50 we”
might suppose that when we engage in Practical Ethics the right action to
hoose is the one that maximizes expected value. This allows us to make good
sensc of our reaction to the two drugs example. For though prescribing drug X

is more likely than prescribing drug Y to maximize value—9@ per cent versu

50 per cent—the 10 per cent chance that prescribing drug X will have a very
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very bad outcome—irwill kill John—as opposed to the 50 per cent chance that
presceibing drag Y will merely leave him with his minor but not wivial skin
complaint, means that the expected value of prescribing drug X is much lower
than the expected value of prescribing drug Y. This well explains why we think
that Jill should prescribe drug Y rather than drug X.

So far I have portrayed Jackson as offering an alternative task for Practical
Ethics. But in fact Jackson thinks that—with a qualification to be mentioned
presently—the two- and three-drugs examples show not just that the second
component of Moore’s view is mistaken, but that the first component, his
definition of right action, is mistaken as well. Here is the relevant passage.

The other possible account of how to recover what a person ought to do from con-
sequentialistm’s value function that we need to consider holds that a person’s beliefs. . .
do not come into the picture. What is crucial is simply which action in fact has, or
would have, the best consequences. Many consequentialists write as if this was their
View ...

There are two problems with this proposal. First, it gives the intuitively wrong
answer in the {three] drugs case. In the [three] drugs case, either it is prescribing drug
B or it is prescribing drug C which is the course of action which would in fact have the
best consequences—and Jill knows this, although she does not know which of the two
it is—but neither prescribing drug B not prescribing drug C is the right course of
action for Jill. As we observed earlier, it is prescribing drug A which is the intuitively
correct course of action for Jill despite the fact that she £nows that it will zet have the
best consequences, We would be horrified if she prescribed drug B, and horrified if she
prescribed drug C.

The second problem arises from the fact that we are dealing with an ethical theory
when we deal with consequentialism, a theory about action, about what to do. In
consequence we have to see consequentialism as contining as a constitutive pare
prescriptions for action. Now, the fact that an action has in fact the best consequences

" may be a matcer which is obscure to the agent. In the drugs example, Jill has some idea

but not enough of an idea about which course of action would have the best
results. . . We need, if you like, a story from the inside of an agent to be part of any
theory which is properly a theory in ethics, and having the best consequences is a story
from the outside. It is fine for a theory in physics to tell us about its central notions in
a way which leaves it obscure how to move from those notions to action, for that
passage can be left to something which is not physics; but the passage to action is the
~very business of ethics. (Jackson 1991: 465-7)

‘The two related problems with Moore’s proposed definition of right action are
first, that it gives the wrong answer in the three-drugs example, and second,

“that since it defines a concept that is not and cannot be action-guiding, it
_cannot be a definition of our ordinary concept of right action.
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“However, as subsequently becomes clear, the second objection is much more
important than the first—here we come to the qualification I mentioned
earhier.

.. .1 need to note an annoying complication. I have been arguing for an interpretation
of consequentialism which makes what an agent ought to do the act which has the
greatest expected moral utility, and so is a function of the consequentialist value func-
tion and the agent’s probability function at the time. But an agent’s probability func-
tion at the time of action may differ from her function at other times, and from the
probability function of other persons at the same or other times. What happens ifwe
substitute one of these other functions in place of the agent’s probability function at the
time of action? The answer is that we get an annoying profusion of ‘oughts’ . . .

I think that we have no alternative but to recognize a whole range of oughts—what
she ought to do by the lights of her beliefs ar the time of action, what she ought to do
by the lights of what she later establishes . . ., what she ought to do by the lights of one
ot another onlooker who has different information on the subject, and, what is more,
what she ought to do by God’s lights, that is, by the lights of one who Azows what will
and would happen for each and every course of action. . . . I hereby stipulate that what
T mean from here-on by ‘ought,’ and what I meant, and hope and expect you implicitly
took me to mean when we were discussing the examples, was the ought most immedi-
ately relevant to action, the ought which I urged to be the primary business of ethical
theory to deliver. When we act we must perforce use what is available to us at the time,
not what may be available to us in the future or what is available to someone else, and
least of all whas is available to a God-like being who knows everything about what
would, will and did happen. (Jackson 1991: 471-2)

Jackson’s concession here is both subtle and important.

Though our concept of right action is the concepr of an action that max-
imizes expected value, Jackson suggests that this concept is, as such, incomplete.
In order to classify actions we need to know whose expectations are at issue.
There are therefore as many concepts of right action as there are creatures with
expectations: the agent at the time of acting, an observer, the agent in retro-
spect, and even, at the limit, God with bis perfect knowledge of everything.
The latter is, in effect, Moore’s view. But though it follows that Moore is right
when he says that ‘the term duty is. . . so used tha, if we are subsequently per-
suaded that any possible action would have produced more good than the one
we adopted, we admit that we failed to do our duty'—there is indeed a concept
of right action relative to which this is so—we must not conclude, on this basis,
that our primary or most central concept of right action is the concept of an
action that (say) maximizes value. '

In support of Jackson's ‘profusion of “oughts”’, itis perhaps worth emphas-
izing that, in the sorts of situations Moore imagines in which we evaluate
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actions with hindsight, expectations still matter. An action performed by an
agent at t;, but evaluated subsequently at t, is still appropriately judged to be
right just in case that action maximizes expectedvalue, it is just that the expec-
tations in question are those the evaluator has subsequently at t,. Imagine the
otiginal three-drugs example evaluated in retrospect when (say) it is believed
that the original assignment of probabilities was mistaken. Instead of drug A
being very likely to relieve John's skin condition but not completely cure it, and
one of drugs B and C being almost certain to effect a complete cure, while the
other will kill the patient, the new view is that it is drug I that s very likely to
celieve the skin condition, but not completely cure it, and one of drugs A and C
which is almost certain to completely cure the condition, while the other will
kill the patient, with there being no way to tell which will do what. In this case
the subsequent evaluator should surely suppose that the right thing for Jill to
have done was to give John drug B, not drug A. In other words, by the sub-
sequent evaluator’s lights, it is still virtually certain that the right thing for Jill to do
is not what will maximize value. It is just that it is her subsequent expectations,
not Jill's original expectations, that are crucial for evaluating rightness.

But notwithstanding the ‘profusion of “oughts”,” Jackson argues that one
‘ought’ stands out from the others as the ‘ought’ that is ‘most immediarely rel-
evant to action.” What [ take it he means by this is that only one of the ‘o ughts’
grounds genuine eriticism of the agent. Only one links up, in the right kind of
way, with a story about what the agent can appropriately be held responsible for
doing, and this should therefore be identified as our primary concept of right
action. Imagine again the revised three-drugs example. The subsequent evalu-
ator might well think that Jill oughe to have given John drug B, not drug A, as
this is what maximizes expected value where the expecrations in question are
the subsequent evaluator’s own. But if the information about the drugs wasn’t
available to Jill, then there is no sense in which she failed to live up to her
responsibilities as an agent in giving him drug A. Indeed, if Jill had given John
drug B, then there is surely a sense in which the subsequent evaluator would
still be totally horrified. Jill would have done what the evaluator thinks is the
right thing to do, but her right conduct could at best have been a complete
fluke, relative to her own reasons for acting. Buc if this is right—if Jill can only
be held responsible for doing the best she can, given the information available
to her— then, Jackson argues, the ‘ought’ that it is ‘the primary business of eth-
ical theory to deliver’ is the ‘ought’ defined in ternas of maximization. of expecied
value where the expectations are those of the agent at the time of acting.

Let me sum up. Contrary to Moore, Jackson argues that the task of Practical
Fhics is to establish which acts maximize expected value, not which acts are
most likely to maximize value. Moreover and much more importantly, again



£
|
b
f
H

142 Michael Smith

contrary to Moore, Jackson argues that though.there are afternative concepts of
right action—there are as many concepts of r1ght action as there are exaﬁ)ecta
tions relative to which we could assess the maximization of expected value—
right action in the sense of action which maxirnjzes.expe:cted va.lge, whe;:;i tllj
expectations are the agent’s own at thsa time of acting, is the l;;r}.mary e i
concept, the one that hooks up in the ngl}t kind of way with what I;ve Ca;] 0
an agent responsible for doing. Moore is thus doubly wrolllllg wl ‘cfz he,says
“ “vight” does and can mean nothing but “cause ‘of a-goo.d result. ght’ can
mean ‘maximizes expected value’ and this meaning is primary.

3. The definition of ‘right’

Moore and Jackson give us competing definitions of right. But who s rightand
o is wrong? ‘ - . .
WhAccordingg to Jackson, the primary meaning of ‘rjight’ is t}n? meaning .t(l;uu: is
‘most immediately relevant to action.” As I have said, I.t.ake it that his idea is
that right acts, in this primary sense, are those we can legltml_ately. expect age;:ts
to do and criticize them for failing to do. As Jackson sees things it follo“-fs that
the primary definition of right action must be.gwen in terms of th.e maxlmizadf
tion of expected value, not, as Moore thinks, in terms 01:" th.e rr.iaxﬂmzatlon o
value rout court, and it must be given in terms of the maximization of expected
value where the expectations are the agent’s at the time of action, not t}tfse c?f
the agent at some other time or someone else'. Unfortunately, howelfve:'c, there lls
a gap between Jackson’s premise and conclusion. We can no mor;ltl egitimately
expect agents to maximize expected value than we can expect them to max-
imize value. 3 . o _ .
A striking feature of Jackson's deﬁnmo? of ‘right’ is an asymmetry in "
treatment of evaluative and non-evaluative facts as determinants ‘of right
aciion. Suppose I observe an agent behaving and v?ronder whether she is ifau.lmg
to live up to her responsibilities as an agent, so‘leavmg hufrself open to cr1nc1st11111.
What exactly does this involve? Jackson rightly points out that, on the

non-evaluative facts side of things, all we can reasonably expect is that an agent

does the very best she can, given the informatifan avajlable' to hgr: the full efier;l
cise of such rational capacities as she has. Putting to one side cases of impaire:

rationality, this means that she must form her beli.efs about Fhe means to her
desired ends in a responsible manner, given the evidence flva.llable to her, anfl
she must subsequently act on such beliefs in an appropriate manner as well.
When she believes that there are alternative ways of reahfzmg her des1rec'1 ends,
she must prefer the more certain option, and when she is equally certain that
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acting in different ways will realize different desired ends, she must prefer the
option that realizes the desired end that she desires more. But since no mere
exercise of such rational capacities as an agent has will ensure that the non-eval-
uative facts manifest themselves to her, it follows that the mere fact that she
lacks knowledge does not, as such, render her liable to criticism.

Yer while chis well explains why Jackson insists that right action is action that
maximizes expected value, it doesn't explain why he thinks that right action
maximizes expected value. Indeed, anyone impressed by Jackson’s argument on
the non-evaluative facts side of things should surely suppose that an equally
impressive argument could be made for the conclusion thar right action con-
ststs not in the maximization of expected value, but rather in the maximization
of expected walue-us-the-agent-sees-things. For no mere exercise of such
capacities as an agent has looks like it will ensure that what is really valuable will
manifest itself to her either.

There are, after all, cultural circumstances in which it would be wildly
optimistic to suppose that agents could, merely through the exercise of their
own rational capacities, come to judge to be valuable what's really valuable.
Cultures that are dominated by oppressive religions, and the like, would seem
to make it very difficult, perhaps even impossible, for ordinary people even to
contemplate alternatives to what is portrayed within their culture to be valu-
able. More generally, to the extent that we think that our own values are an
improvement on those of our parents, the wrong thing for us to think is that we
have been more responsible than our parents in the formation of our evaluative
beliefs. Indeed, this would be a remarkably arrogant thing to think. The right
thing to think is rather that the evidence available to us, as opposed to our par-
ents, is different, and, as a result, we are simply better placed ro form evaluative

*beliefs.

If this is right, however, tth itseems that the most that we could ever expect

~of a normal agent—that is to say, again putting to one side cases of impaired

rationality—is that they form their evaluative commitments in a way that is
sensitive to such evidence as is available to them and that they form their desires
in a way thar is sensitive to their evaluative commitments. Probabilities or
confidence levels come into the picture twice over. They come in once because
we have different levels of confidence that various means are means to our
desired ends. And then they come in again because we have different levels of
confidence about what we judge o be intrinsically valuable. When an agent is
equally confident about the intrinsic value of two things, but she judges one
more valuable than the other, then she must desire moge strongly the one that
she judges mote valuable, and when she judges two things to be equally intrins-
ically valuable, but is more confident of the value of the one than the other, then
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she must desire more that about which she is more confident. The upshot is
that whether we would criticize an agent for failing to maximize expected value
turns very much on that agent’s epistemic circumstances: whether or not they
had available to them evidence of what is really valuable.

The situation can be diagramed as follows (Smith 2004).

factsabout — available > means-ends

means to evidence beliefs

desired ends about means to

desived ends
+— attempt — desired
end

desires for
ends
II\

facts about — available —  judgements

what is evidence about about what

of value what is of value -~ is of value

What we hold agents responsible for is, at most, the elements in bold iralics, for

. ; .
these are the elements whose relations are governed by the agent’s exercise of ..

such rational capacities as she has. Has the agent attended to all of the avaiie.lble
evidence as regards both what is of intrinsic value and means to her. desired
ends in the formation of her evaluative judgements and means—e.nd' bel}efsf? Do
the agent’s desires for ends reflect her judgements about‘ what is 1n_tr1ns1call.y
valuable? Is what the agent attempts to do an appropriate reflection of his
desires for ends and means-end beliefs? But if this is right then, contrary to Jackson,
we simply do not hold agents responsible for failing to maximize expected

value. At most we hold them responsible for failing to maximiz'e exp_ected m{fue{_
as-they-see-things. Maximizing expected value»as«they—see—tffmgs is the right
thing for them to do, in the sense thar is ‘most immediately relevant to.

action.’ This is what we can legitimately expect them to do and criticize the
for failing to do. : |

Once this becomes clear it seems to me that we see much better the attrac
tions of Moore’s definition of right action. Unlike Jackson, Moore a‘dopts"
completely symmetrical approach:to both evaluative and non-evaluative fa .
as determinants of right action. Even though we can onlylhold agents respons
ible for failing to maximize expected value-as-they-see-things, that just goest
show that our concept of a right action isn’t tied so closely as Jackson thmks t
what we can legitimately hold agents responsil.)le for doing. If people ln’re in an
oppressive culture in which they are epistemically cut off from what's reall
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valuable then the very best that they can do is to maximize expected value-as-
they-see-things. But since, in so doing, they fail to maximize expected value,
even Jackson must conclude tha they fail to do the right thing, albeit through
no fault of their own. The concept of a right action, in the sense relevant to
ethics, must therefore be the concept of a certain sort of ideal, one that abstracts
away from the possibility of this kind of error for which we cannot hold an
agent responsibie. '

But once we have distinguished the conceprt of right action from the concept
of what we can legitimately hold agents responsible for doing in this way, there
would seem to be no stable stopping point short of the Moorean definition.
People who maximize expected value, but fail to maximize value ronz court, also
fail to act in accordance with an ideal. Moreover the explanation is much the
same as the explanation in the case where people maximize expected value-as-
they-see-things, but fail to maximize expected value. In each case they are
epistemically cut from a relevant domain of facts, in this case, facts about what
the means to their desired ends really are. It is therefore this latter concept, the
concept of an action that maximizes value tout conrt, 2 concept that incorporates
two ideals—one on the evaluative side of things and the other on the non-
evaluative side of things—thar properly captures the concept of right action.
We should therefore accept Moore’s definition of right action, not Jackson’s.

4. The task of Practical Fihics

- So far, so good; but what about the task of Practical Fthics? How do we get from

abstract knowledge of what it is abourt an action that makes it right—thar it
maximizes value—to a decision about what to do in a concrete situation? Isn't

-~ Jackson right that the Moorean view will either force us to conceive of the rask

of Practical Ethics in the completely wrong way, ensuring that we get the wrong

answer to which action we should choose—this is what Moore himself does——

or else make that transition altogether opaque? The answer is that it doesrt,
and that it is instructive to see why no.

The fundamental problem with Moore’s conception of the task of Practical

Ethics is not his conception of right action, but rather his conception of moral
motivation, Suppose thar right actions are those that maximize value. Does this
imply thar, as a right-minded agent, I will be moved, at bottom, by an intrinsic
desire to maximize value? Though Moore is not explicit on the issue, this
does seem to be his view, for having this intrinsic desire is precisely what's
required for agents to take an interest in which action is most likely to maximize
value when they decide what to do. Imagine again the two-drugs example.
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If what Jill cares about, fundamentally, is that she maximizes value, then of
course she will prescribe drug X racher than drug Y. For prescribing drug X has
a much better chance of achieving what really maters to her. In so far as we
have the reaction that we do to the two-drugs example, we implicitly assume
that this is not what we fundamentally care about. But in that case what do we
fundamentally care about? And how does what we fundamentally care about
lead us to make a more sensible decision, a decision that squares with our
account of right action?

Consider again the relations charted in the diagram above. [f I believe that

expetiencing pleasure is intrinsically valuable then, insofar as my desires are
formed correctly in response to my evaluative beliefs, I will have an intrinsic
desire that T experience pleasure. And if I believe that being autonomous is
intrinsically valuable, then, insofar as my desires are formed correctly in
response to my evaluative beliefs, T will have an intrinsic desire that I be
autonomous. Being right-minded thus requires not that I have an intrinsic
desire to maximize value but rather, since it requires that my desires are appro-
priately sensitive to my evaluative judgements, that I have intrinsic desires for
the things 1 judge to be valuable themselves. This suggests a completely
straightforward explanation of why, if I am right-minded, I wilt decide to
pecform the action that maxitmizes expected value-as-I-see-things.

Suppose, to begin, that I believe that experiencing pleasure is more valuable
than being autonomous. If we abstract away from the levels of confidence asso-
ciated with each of these beliefs—Ilet’s assume I am equally confident—then, .
insofar as my desires are formed correctly in response to my evaluative beliefs,

my intsinsic desire that I experience pleasure will be stronger than my intrinsic. .

desire that I be autonomous. And if we suppose that T am more confident of the.
value of pleasure than the value of being autonomous, but we abstract away;
from the degree of value 1 assign to each—Jet’s assume that T assign them equal
value-then, insofar as my desires are formed correctly in response to my.
evaluative beliefs, my intrinsic desire that I experience pleasure will again be
stronger than my intrinsic desire that I be autonomous.

Putting these two conclusions together, suppose that I am very confident.
that being autonomous is valuable, but not very valuable, and that I am fairly

confident—not as confident, but still quite confident—that experiencing;

pleasure is valuable too, but more valuable than being autonomous. Insofar as

my desires are formed correctly in response to my evaluative beliefs the relative

strengths of my intrinsic desires to experience pleasure and be autonomous will

then depend entirely on the levels of confidence and associated degrees of
value, The strength of my intrinsic desires will track the product of the levels of

confidence and associated degrees of value: the greater that product, the greater

We need, if you like, a story from. the inside of an

5 P[Ope! Iy a the()[ yin €t 1].1(:5, a.lld h.a.VlIlg the best Conscqlleﬂces 15 4 stor v f,[ om the out-
Eea ’
ves it ObSClIl’C h()W to move ﬁ:om th.()se notions to acrion

to SOmEthmg Whlch IS not Phys’.cs;

ethics. (Jackson 1991: 467)
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the strength of my intrinsi
of . . TP
l:hemforegevm ; y intrinsic desire. My intrinsic desite to be autonomous mj he
poneore cven, e s}:rongexj than my intrinsic desire that I experience pleasur% if
in the relative levels of confidence is greater than the differ
, ence

in the associated degrees of value.

Flnally lf:lis su Po 15 tllat weC PIu thCSE Intrinsic des.lxes o a Sta.n,d.ald
4 P S g

p ty a.‘:l()"., a CalCula.tloll th.at ta.keS a th,e dlf}e eIt
levels Of CDHﬁdCl’lCﬁ I ha“e abOIlt the various means o my lntl'il.'lSlCaHV deSI]:ed

ends. It then emerges that, in so far as [ am right-minded, T will decide and
‘] € an

not 'ust S¢ as to maximize EXPCCted ut.lh[ y bul to 1t 1ze
:
ChO()SC o act > S0 as to AX I,

expected value-as-I-see-things.
- This, it seem i
X s to me, is the right thi

., . g ng to say about the task of i
b cs. We must decide to do what maximizes expected value-as ol
and, when we offer advice to others o
- . ?
decide to do if we found ourselves

_ see-things,
we must in effect tell them whar we would

. in their circumstances. The ambiguity of
what it ves | 5 —S. W] W1 !
means to find ourselves in another’s circumstances—whether i

€ Imag-

; .
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: ’ our own expectations— i rofusi
of I(;:llghts of the kind noticed le]ackscE:. Popport and explinsa profision
I pf;];tf;tly, h(c)lwzfer, note that even if I manage always to act so as to
criaxticl ;nsm o gzcvt: \; ulfl:-as—l-see—d}ings, and so act responsibly and avoid alf
criich m;selﬂn thr; :r othets manage always to do exactly what 1 would do if T

. circumstances, we can still quite happi i

o _ . : quite happily admit th:
an 1:;3; EEY yet ﬁ?_ll to meet an ideal. For it is a simple fact of ?ife that w: taf:lrmh
o en bmhme}:t in W:'lllllch :lre are epistemically cut off from all sorts of iFathrs1
what 1s really valuable and what the m

: ' ‘ eans to ends real
;:s_r;hti];r;fi)re quite happily admit that the right action for anyonz ul:ry aer:fowe
cumstances, the one against which their own perfectly resgonsif:ll;

behaviour in those circ :
: . UMSLANCes ma i i j
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Conclusion

A . )
tone poiat Jackson says, in defence of his own definition of right acti
on:

agent to be part of any theory which

physics to tell us about its central notions in away which

for that passage can be left
but the passage to action is the very business of
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One way of putting the argument of this paper is that Jackson gets things

exactly the wrong way around. We already have a story from the inside of an

agent, a story that is not cthics. This is the story of {ational dc':cision—malung as
outlined in the diagram above, the story that is formal.lzeér—or anywdiy
partially formalized—in decision theory. The passage 1o action is thus I‘Eoth‘ e
business of ethics itself; or, atany rate, it is not the business .of that part o ethics
itself whose concern is t0 provide a definition of right action. The business of

icsi i it i ion which dovetails
that part of ethics is to comeup with a definition of right action

in the right kind of way with the theory of rational decision-making. My
suggestion is that that definition will be an idealization of T_he story of rat19nal
decision-making and that this is what Moore’s definition of right action provides.

v

Scanlon versus Moore on Goodness

Philip Stratton-Lake and Brad Hooker

G. E. Moore's Principia Ethica stasted twentieth-century moral philosophy
with the open question argument. At the end of the century;, T. M. Scanlon, in
his Whar We Owe to Each Other, says that he is led by Moore’s open question
argument, not to Moore’s own view of the relation of goodness to reasons,
but to the buck-passing account of goodness. The buck-passing account of
goodness is the view that goodness is not a property that itself provides practical
reasons (i.e. reasons to desire, to admire, to pursue, etc.) but rather is the purely
formal (higher-otder) property of having some other properties that provide
reasons. According to the buck-passing account, the power to provide practical
reasons is passed from goodness itself to the properties on which goodness is
based. In this paper we will explore the question of whether there is a good
argument from the open question argument to the buck-passing account of
goodness. We will argue that the case for the buck-passing account of goodness
is stronger than some of Scanlor’s critics make out. We will not, however, offer
a full defence of the buck-passing account of goodness. Such a defence would
have to respond to the various objections to the buck-passing view itself, and
that is beyond the scope of this paper.
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1. The open question argument

 Moore presents the open question argument as an argument for the view that
naturalists commir a fallacy. Unfortunately, Moore was rather vague about
what this fallacy is supposed to be (see Frankena 1939). Moore most often por-
trays the naturalistic fallacy as the mistake of thinking that ‘good’ is definable.
But what is most important to Moore (1993: 19) is to insist not that ‘good’
cannot be defined, but that it cannot be defined in nasuralistic terms, and we
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