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CHAPTER 12: RECENT MORAL AND POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY
Main Points
1. Analytic ethical philosophy is often said to begin with G. E. Moore, who believed that the task of the philosopher of ethics is to conduct a “general inquiry into what is good.”
G. E. Moore
2. Moore: Good is a noncomplex (simple, undefinable, unanalyzable) and nonnatural property of good things. If Moore is right, then basing one’s values on goodness as a natural property is a mistake.
3. Moore’s opinion about what things are good is of less importance than his metaethical opinions.
Normative Ethics and Metaethics
4. Normative ethics: Making, defending, or criticizing moral judgments. Metaethics: The attempt to understand the sources, criteria, meaning, verification, or validation of moral judgments.
5. Is Moore’s antinaturalism doctrine correct? Much contemporary analytic ethical philosophy has been concerned with this and other metaethical issues.
Emotivism and Beyond
6. Common ground among the utilitarians, Moore, and Ross: Moral judgments are a type of factual judgment.
7. The emotivists (e.g., C. L. Stevenson) held that moral judgments have no factual meaning but are linguistic acts by which a speaker expresses an attitude about something or other.
8. Many analytic philosophers thought that the emotivist analysis of moral judgments was not correct. R. M. Hare: The function of moral discourse is to guide conduct. A moral judgment is a universalizable prescriptive judgment.

9. The so-called “naturalist fallacy,” adopted by many moral philosophers in the first half of the twentieth century, reflected Hume’s view that one cannot deduce an “ought” from an “is.” But now, many philosophers, including Phillipa Foot and John Searle, no longer accept the idea that moral evaluations are logically independent of the descriptive premises they are based on.
10. The rejection of emotivism and the idea that there are empirical criteria for moral evaluations have spurred a renewed interest in concrete ethical issues, such as sexual morality, affirmative action, biomedical ethics, business ethics, and the environment.
11. Though metaethics is not dead, it is true that many ethics courses focus increasingly on questions of applied ethics. Yet several metaethical issues are currently in controversy. Examples: “What makes a principle a moral principle?” “Is there a legitimate distinction between doing one’s moral duty and going beyond the call of duty? Can moral theories accommodate that distinction if it is legitimate?” “Is ethical relativism true?” “What gives a being moral standing?”
John Rawls, A Contemporary Liberal
12. The work of contractarian theorist John Rawls in social and political philosophy heralded a renewed concern in philosophy with justice.
13. The fundamental requirements of the just society. Rawls: If society is to be well ordered, its members must determine by rational reflection what are to be their principles of justice; the principles must be selected by a fair procedure.

14. The veil of ignorance and the original position. In the selection of principles of justice, no one should have insider’s knowledge so that no one is advantaged or disadvantaged in the choice of principles by his or her unique circumstances. The principles are chosen as if from behind a veil of ignorance; this is what Rawls calls the original position or initial situation.
15. The two principles of social justice. These are the principles that would be selected in the original position: (1) Each person has an equal right to “the most extensive basic liberty compatible with a similar liberty for others.” (2) Social and economic inequalities must be arranged “so that they are both (a) reasonably expected to be to everyone’s advantage and (b) attached to positions and offices open to all.”
16. The priority of (1) over (2) dictates that a person’s liberty cannot be sacrificed for the common good.

17. The rights of individuals. Rawls in effect attempts to derive social ethics from a basis in rational self-interest rather than from God, natural law, human nature, utility, or other ground.
18. Why should I accept Rawls’s Provisions? Rawls’s theory, if correct, specifies the fundamental principles of social justice that self-interested but rational people would accept on reflection.
19. In Political Liberalism, published in 1993, Rawls considers more closely how “justice as fairness” can be endorsed by the members of a pluralistic democratic society (who hold incompatible religious and philosophical doctrines). He characterizes justice more narrowly than he did earlier, as a freestanding political conception and not as a comprehensive value system.
20. Political justice becomes the focus of an overlapping consensus of comprehensive value systems and thus can still be embraced by all in a pluralistic democratic society.
Robert Nozick’s Libertarianism
21. Nozick’s Anarchy, State, and Utopia asked a basic question: Should there even be a political state, and if so, why?
22. A minimal state is justified. Only a minimal state limited to the narrow functions of protection against force, theft, fraud, enforcement of contracts, and so on is justified.
23. Only the “night-watchman” state does not violate rights. Any state more powerful or extensive than the minimal state that protects its citizens from force and fraud and the like impinges on the individual’s natural rights to his or her holdings and therefore is not legitimate.
24. This is based on Nozick’s entitlement concept of social justice that says that a person is entitled to what he or she has rightfully acquired and that justice consists in each person’s retaining control over his or her rightful acquisitions.
25. Nozick: Taking from the rich without compensation and giving to the poor is never just (assuming the rich did not become rich through force or fraud).
26. The rights of individuals. Nozick’s assertion that individuals have rights (including property rights) may have something to do with the presumed inviolability of individuals that prohibits their being used as means to ends and perhaps also with the necessary conditions for allowing them to give meaning to their lives, but its justification is unclear.
Communitarian Responses to Rawls
27. Communitarian critics of Rawls, such as Michael Sandel, Michael Walzer, and Alasdair MacIntyre, hold that the “common good” is defined by one’s society or “community.” Sandel believes the community is an intersubjective or collective “self” and that the Rawlsian principle of equal liberty is subordinate to the good of this social organism.
28. Sandel: The community is an intersubjective or collective self because self-understanding comprehends more than just an individual human being; the Rawlsian principle of equal liberty is subordinate to the good of this social organism.
29. Walzer: Any full account of how social goods ought to be distributed will be “thick,” framed within this or that specific political association or “culture.” Principles of abstract justice are oversimplifications, which themselves reflect particular cultural viewpoints.
Alasdair MacIntyre and Virtue Ethics

30. For virtue ethics, traits of character are in many ways more fundamental than rules for action.
31. In After Virtue, MacIntyre says that “there is no way to possess the virtues except as part of a tradition in which we inherit them and our understanding of them from a series of prede- cessors.”
32. MacIntyre (and Aristotle): Virtues are traits that promote human flourishing.
33. For MacIntyre, Nietzsche (with his call to “raze to the ground the structures of inherited moral belief and argument”) represents the ultimate alternative to Aristotle.
34. MacIntyre emphasized the “concept of a self whose unity resides in the unity of a narrative which links birth to life to death as narrative beginning to middle to end.” A particular action viewed outside the context of a person’s life is unintelligible; each person’s quest for his or her own good or excellence must be undertaken from within that person’s moral tradition.
35. MacIntyre: A virtue may be analyzed as a quality required to attain a good internal to a practice.
To understand the human good we can rank the goods internal to human practices.
36. (Note: MacIntyre himself has disavowed the “communitarian” label because, he says, the attempt to institute communitarian principles in a large nation state may well result in tyranny.)
Martha Nussbaum
37. Nussbaum’s scholarly emphases: (1) virtue theory and Greek ethics; (2) international social justice, particularly regarding women’s opportunities and human development; (3) the role of emotions in decision making. Recent work focuses on three unfinished issues relating to social justice: (1) doing justice to people with physical and mental disabilities; (2) extending justice to people of all nations; (3) extending justice beyond the realm of the human to nonhuman animals.
38. Capabilities approach: In contrast with John Rawls, the Nussbaum capabilities approach to justice focuses on specific desirable outcomes rather than on a specific just procedure that may (or may not) yield such outcomes. All nations and governments should provide for the core ingredients of human dignity such as (for example) the ability to live a life of normal length in good health and with the freedom to move about safe from violent assault, to be able to exercise one’s mental, physical, imaginative, and creative powers, and to be able to laugh and play and enjoy recreational opportunities.
39. This approach denies that social justice must secure mutual advantage (which is an important part of contract theories). Her concept that creatures have a natural good and are entitled to pursue it is distinctly Aristotelian.
Herbert Marcuse, a Recent Marxist
40. Marcuse: Members of the working class, instead of being disenfranchised, have been integrated into advanced capitalistic society.
41. Their needs have been satisfied, but they have lost their capacity to choose and act for themselves, to refuse, to dissent, to create, to think.
42. And the needs are false needs, whose satisfaction promotes wastefulness and fails to lead to fulfillment of the individual or release from domination.
43. Consequently, the workers have become a force for preserving the status quo.
44. Society has become one-dimensional: labor and capital have been unified against Communism in a welfare and warfare state; art, language, philosophy, and science have lost their original creative and critical power.
45. But in his later thought Marcuse perceived a weakening of the immersion of the working class into capitalist society and a growing awareness of workers, students, and the middle class of the high price of consumer prosperity. Through a revolution born not of privation but of reaction against waste and excess, a society without war, exploitation, poverty, and waste still might come.
The Objectivism of Ayn Rand
46. Rand: Pity is a sign of dangerous weakness that has allowed the weak, ignorant, and unde- serving to become parasites on those who are strong and productive.
47. Progress is made by the brilliant few who affirm life and pleasure, who think for themselves, and who are the creative artists of life.
48. Rand, following Nietzsche, saw human fulfillment as the struggle of the individual to improve to something higher. But she added the idea that the maximally fulfilled life involved productivity and money making.
49. Rand talked of an ideal society based on a “utopia of greed”; the extreme laissez-faire capitalism she embraced alienated her from conservatives and political libertarians.
50. Rand: Rights are vested in the individual, never in the group. She opposed feminism and environmentalism and believed men were superior to women, though women should not be dependent or obedient to men.
51. She believed certainty in morality was possible through an objective understanding of human behavior rooted in knowable principles.
“Isms”
52. Classical liberalism emphasized the rationality and goodness of humans, human freedom, representative government, individual property rights, social progress through political reform, and laissez-faire economics. Contemporary liberals are not wedded to the laissez- faire idea.
53. Conservatism was originally a reaction to the social and political upheaval of the French Revolution. Edmund Burke, the most influential conservative writer of the eighteenth century, considered “society” as a contract among the dead, the living, and those to be born. But he also advocated many liberal and reform causes. Contemporary American conservatism is largely a defense of private enterprise, laissez-faire economic policies, and a narrow or literal interpretation of the Bill of Rights.
54. Communists (with a capital C) accept the social, political, and economic ideology of the Communist Party; communism (small C) is pretty much identical to socialism, advocating a form of economic organization in which the primary goods are held in common by a community.
55. Capitalism is an economic system in which ownership of the means of production and dis- tribution is maintained primarily by private individuals and corporations.
56. Fascism is the totalitarian political philosophy espoused by the Mussolini government of Italy prior to and during World War II. It emphasized the absolute primacy of the state. Adolph Hitler and the National Socialists (Nazis) of Germany embraced elements of fascism.
57. Democratic socialism denotes a political structure popular in Western Europe in which there is a democratically elected executive and legislature and no state ownership of business, though it permits considerable government intervention in the business sector while guaranteeing individual rights.
Boxes
Environmental Philosophy
(What are the philosophical root causes of ecological crises? What entities have moral standing and intrinsic value?)
Self-Respect
(The most important good, according to Rawls)
Invisible–Hand Explanations
(Nozick explains how the state came about)
Animals and Morality
(Nozick on the status of animals and a brief discussion of animal rights)
War!
(When is a war just? Views of Augustine, Aquinas, and contemporary philosopher Michael Walzer, with implications for the war in Iraq)
Marcuse in Southern California
(A brief account of Marcuse’s difficulties in conservative San Diego)
Readings

12.1 James Rachels, from “Killing and Starving to Death”
Rachels argues that letting people die of starvation is much closer to killing than is normally assumed. The “Equivalance Thesis,” discussed in the essay, is that the first is as bad as the second.
12.2 John Rawls, from A Theory of Justice
Here Rawls explains his conception of justice as fairness, the original position, the veil of ignorance, and the two basic principles of social justice.
12.3 Robert Nozick, from Anarchy, State, and Utopia
If the members of your society voluntarily limit their liberty for their mutual advantage, then are you obliged to limit your liberty if you benefit from the arrangement? Nozick says “no.”
12.4 Martha Nussbaum, from Frontiers of Justice
From the introduction to Frontiers of Justice: Disability, Nationality, Species Membership (2006) in which she proposes a “capabilities approach” to deal with three “series unsolved problems of justice.”

Philosophers
• Alasdair MacIntyre was a leading twentieth century exponent of virtue ethics. 351

• Herbert Marcuse, a Marxist, held that the working class has been transformed from a force for radical change into a force for preserving the status quo because of the false needs created by consumerism and advertising. 354

• G. E. Moore was the most important early figure in contemporary analytic ethics and metaethics. He held that goodness is an undefinable, noncomplex, and non-natural property of good things. He said that what makes right actions right is that they produce more goodness than alternative actions. 334

• Robert Nozick, an analytic (libertarian) political philosopher, held that a limited “night-watchman” state is ethically justified but that any more extensive state violates people’s rights. 345

• Martha Nussbaum, contemporary moral philosopher known also for social commentary. Known especially for work in virtue ethics and Greek philosophy, the role of emotions in decision making, and issues in international social justice. 352

• Ayn Rand was the founder of “objectivism,” a philosophy that championed the brilliant individual who rises to the top in an ideal society based on the freedom of the individual to create. 357

• John Rawls, an analytic (liberal) political philosopher, attempted to establish the fundamental principles of distributive justice through consideration of a hypothetical “original position” in which people’s choice of principles is not biased by their individual unique circumstances. He held that all social goods are to be distributed equally unless an unequal distribution is to everyone’s advantage. 340
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