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Our conclusions thus far may seem modest (though not to those philosophers who have built elaborate theories on the non-cognitivist premise): moral claims are really claiming something. We haven’t yet said whether what they claim is ever true, or reasonable. The burden of the present chapter is that it is reasonable to accept some moral claims as true.

3.1. The Principle of Appearance Conservatism
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It is generally reasonable to assume that things are the way they appear unless proven otherwise. I call this principle “appearance conservatism.” I have discussed the principle elsewhere, so here I will be relatively brief.
 

There is a type of mental state, which I call an “appearance,” that we avow when we say such things as “It seems to me that p,” “It appears that p,” or “p is obvious,” where p is some proposition. Appearances have propositional contents—things they represent to be the case—but they are not beliefs, as can be seen from the intelligibility of, “The arch seems to be taller than it is wide, but actually I think it isn’t.” Nevertheless, appearances normally lead us to form beliefs. “Appearance” is a broad category that includes the mental states involved in perception, memory, introspection, and intellectual judgement. Thus, we can say, “This line seems longer than that one,” “I seem to recall reading something about that,” “It seems to me that I have a headache,” and “It seems that the shortest path between any two points must always be a straight line.”
 All of those statements make sense, using the same sense of “seems.”

Appearances can be deceiving, and appearances can conflict with one another, as in the Müller-Lyer illusion:
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It initially seems that the top line is longer than the bottom line. But if you get out a ruler and measure them, you will find them to be of the same length. The top line will seem, when holding a ruler next to it, to be 2 inches long, and the bottom line will also appear to be 2 inches long. So, all things considered, it seems that the two lines are of the same length. As this example illustrates, an initial appearance can be overruled by other appearances (this does not mean the initial appearance goes away, but only that we don’t believe it), and only by other appearances. Some appearances are stronger than others—as we say, some things are “more obvious” than others—and this determines what we hold onto and what we reject in case of conflict. Presumably, it more clearly seems to you that the result of measuring the lines is accurate than that the result of eyeballing them is, so you believe the measurement result (this may have to do with background beliefs you have about the reliability of different procedures—which would themselves be based upon the way other things seem to you). Things can become complicated when many different beliefs and/or appearances are involved, but the basic principle that we are more inclined to accept what more strongly seems to us to be true remains.

Appearances can be intellectual, as opposed to sensory, mnemonic, or introspective. It seems to us that the shortest path between any two points must be a straight line; that time is one-dimensional and totally ordered (for any two moments in time, one is earlier than the other); and that no object can be completely red and completely blue at the same time. I accept those things on intellectual grounds. I am not looking at all the possible pairs of points and all the possible paths connecting each point and seeing, with my eyes, that the straight path is the shortest in each case. Instead, I am “seeing” intellectually that it must be true—that is, when I think about it, it becomes obvious.

Logical judgements rest on intellectual appearances as well. We think the following inference logically valid:

Socrates is a man.

All men are mortal.

Therefore, Socrates is mortal.

—but the next one invalid:

Socrates is mortal.

All men are mortal.

Therefore, Socrates is a man.

We “see” this, not with our eyes, but with our intellect or reason.

All judgements are based upon how things seem to the judging subject: a rational person believes only what seems to him to be true, though he need not believe everything that seems true.
 The function of arguments is to change the way things seem to one’s audience, by presenting other propositions (“premises”) that seem true and seem to support something (“the conclusion”) that may not initially have seemed true to the audience. An argument has force only to the extent that its premises seem true and seem to support its conclusion. It is thus that I say all judgement and reasoning proceeds upon the assumption of appearance conservatism. Intellectual inquiry presupposes appearance conservatism, in the sense that such inquiry proceeds by assuming things are the way they appear, until contrary evidence—that is, contrary appearances—arises. Even the arguments of a philosophical skeptic who says we aren’t justified in believing anything rest upon the skeptic’s own beliefs, which are based upon what seems, to the skeptic, to be true.

This indicates in brief why I take any denial of appearance conservatism to be self-defeating. Be that as it may, we have already laid down in chapter 1 that general philosophical skepticism is off the table in the present discussion. Since all judgement and reasoning presupposes appearance conservatism, a rejection of appearance conservatism amounts to a general philosophical skepticism. Therefore, we assume appearance conservatism to be correct.

3.2. Ethical Intuitions
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Arguments sometimes (thankfully) change how things seem to us. But there is also a way things seem to us prior to argument; otherwise, argument could not get started. The way things seem prior to argument we call an “initial appearance.” An initial, intellectual appearance we call an “intuition.” That is, an intuition that p is a state of its seeming that p, as a result of thinking about p, as opposed to perceiving, remembering, or introspecting; prior to argument.
 An ethical intuition is an intuition whose content is an evaluative proposition.

Many have claimed either that they don’t know what an intuition is or that the term “intuition” is essentially empty and provides no account at all of how one might know something.
 I take it that these critics have just been answered.

Some have questioned whether intuitions exist.
 We have given some examples of intuitions in the previous section. Here are some examples in ethics:

Enjoyment is better than suffering.

If A is better than B and B is better than C, then A is better than C.

It is unjust to punish a person for a crime he did not commit.

Courage, benevolence, and honesty are virtues.

If a person has a right to do something, then no person has a right to forcibly prevent him from doing that thing.

Prior to entertaining arguments for or against them, each of these propositions seems true. In each case, the appearance is intellectual; you do not perceive that these things are the case with your eyes, ears, etc. And they have evaluative contents (whether the two “if . . . then” statements should count as evaluative statements is a debatable, but merely semantic point; in any case, they would be of use in further reasoning in normative ethics).

In the ethics literature, intuitions are often elicited in response to hypothetical scenarios, such as the following:

Example 1: A doctor in a hospital has five patients who need organ transplants; otherwise, they will die. They all need different organs. He also has one healthy patient, in for a routine checkup, who happens to be compatible with the five. Should the doctor kill the healthy patient in order to distribute his organs to the five others?

Example 2: A runaway trolley is heading for a fork in the track. If it takes the left fork, it will collide with and kill five people; if it takes the right fork, it will collide with and kill one person. None of the people can be moved out of the way in time. There is a switch that determines which fork the trolley takes. It is presently set to send the trolley to the left. You can flip the switch, sending the trolley to the right instead. Should you flip the switch?

These examples have been used to establish specific points in ethics, which we don’t need to discuss right now. Almost everyone answers “no” to the first example and “yes” to the second. These, too, are intuitions, though they are not the most certain of intuitions. To illustrate a point, compare:

Example 3: As in example 2, except that there is no one on the right fork; if the trolley goes down the right fork, it will run into a pile of sand which will safely stop it. Should you flip the switch?

Everyone answers “yes” to this one, even those who answered “no” to example 2. Our intuitions about example 3 are clearer and more certain than those about examples 1 and 2. This gives the belief that you should flip the switch in example 3 a higher level of justification than the corresponding beliefs about examples 1 and 2.

Having just given several examples of apparent moral truths, experience teaches me to anticipate a certain sort of response on the part of some readers. Some will say things like: “In example 3, what if the five people on the left fork are five terrorists who are about to go blow up New York City?” “What if they are five suicidal people who went there to get run over and are just going to go find some other way to kill themselves?” “What if, in example 1, the healthy patient is the future mother of Josef Stalin?” And when considering whether enjoyment is better than suffering: “What if the enjoyment is a sadistic or perverted pleasure?” The answer to all of these queries is the same: That’s not the case. Interpret all of my ethical scenarios and proposed principles in the normal sense in which they seem obviously true; indeed, I would ask the reader to interpret everything in this book in a similarly cooperative spirit. The purpose of considering such examples is not to initiate a legalistic exercise in searching for “loopholes” in someone’s statement, and ways of filling them. Our present aim is evincing the existence of ethical intuitions in general. It suffices for our purposes that there are some kinds of cases in which enjoyment clearly seems better than suffering, there are some paradigm cases of wrongful killings, and so on.

3.3. Misunderstandings of Intuitionism
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The intuitive propositions we’ve been discussing are prima facie justified. That is, we are justified in believing them, simply because they seem to be the case, unless countervailing evidence should arise that is strong enough to overcome that initial presumption. Such countervailing evidence would consist of further propositions, of comparable or greater plausibility, conflicting with or rendering unlikely our intuitive moral judgements.

We can now see that at least one objection to intuitionism rests on a misconstrual of the doctrine. Karl Popper writes:

“Intuitionism” is the name of a philosophical school which teaches that we have some faculty or capacity of intellectual intuition allowing us to “see” the truth; so that what we have seen to be true must indeed be true. It is thus a theory of some authoritative source of knowledge.

He goes on to criticize intuitionism on the grounds that intuitions can be mistaken and we should remain open to revising our ethical views.
 Presumably he thinks intuitionists deny those things, but there is no reason for an intuitionist to do so. The same misunderstanding may be behind the occasional charge that intuitionism is “dogmatic.”
 I do not wish to rule out (as Popper does) the possibility of some intuitions’ being infallible; I simply deny that they must be infallible.

Another misunderstanding is that intuitionism holds that all moral knowledge is “self-evident.” It does not. Intuitionism holds that some moral beliefs are justified by intuitions. Thus, no problem for intuitionism is generated by citing examples of moral principles that rest on reasoning, nor by citing moral principles that are less than 100% certain. Nor does intuitionism assert “the irrelevance of argument” in general.
 Once we have a fund of prima facie justified moral beliefs to start from, there is great scope for moral reasoning to expand, refine, and even revise our moral beliefs—in exactly the manner that the contemporary literature in philosophical ethics displays.

Admittedly, critics of intuitionism have not been without excuse in the above misunderstandings. H. A. Prichard, one of the major figures in 20th century intuitionism, at least invited them, and perhaps in his case they were not even misunderstandings:

This realization of their [our obligations’] self-evidence is positive knowledge, and so far, and so far only, as the term Moral Philosophy is confined to this knowledge and to the knowledge of the parallel immediacy of the apprehension of the goodness of the various virtues and of good dispositions generally, is there such a thing as Moral Philosophy.

His use of the term “self-evidence” encourages Popper’s reading (though in fact he says all he means by “self-evident” is “non-derivative”), and the rest of the passage encourages Smith’s reading. But one should consider the strongest form of intuitionism, not the weakest. Granting Prichard the justification, on the basis of intuition, of our common sense principles of obligation, there was no motivation, stemming from any of the core assumptions of intuitionism, for him to deny that moral philosophy could construct further arguments, arriving at moral truths not immediately evident. The analogy he drew with mathematics would if anything suggest that derivative items of ethical knowledge might far outnumber intuitive ones.

Some would think that the foundationalism of intuitionism requires a doctrine of infallibility: that is, the idea that we can start from certain moral principles, without having to justify them by argument, implies that those moral principles must be infallible, incorrigible, etc. But I have never been able to get anyone to tell me why this would be so.
 Why may we not hold our starting points open to revision in the event that tensions arise with other justified beliefs? Suppose I seem to see a glass of water on the table. That is enough for me to be justified in believing there is a glass of water, in the absence of any countervailing evidence. However, I may still hold this open to revision: if I should reach for the “glass” and find my hand passing through it, and if a dozen other people in the room should say there is no glass there, I may decide there wasn’t a glass there after all. As this example illustrates, we normally take perceptual beliefs to be prima facie justified, just as the principle of appearance conservatism dictates. There is no obvious obstacle to holding intuitive beliefs to be prima facie justified similarly.

3.4. Epistemological Objections
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Objection #1:
We need reasons for believing our ethical intuitions, or for believing the faculty of intuition in general, to be reliable. Otherwise, intuitions cannot justify our moral beliefs.

Reply:
What happens if we apply the principle generally: “we need positive reasons for trusting appearances”? Then we need a positive reason for trusting sense perception. We need a positive reason for trusting memory. We need a positive reason for trusting introspective judgements. And we need a positive reason for trusting logic itself. The result is global skepticism. Nothing can be accepted until we first give a positive reason for trusting that kind of belief. But we cannot give such a reason, without relying on sense perception, memory, introspection, reason—or in general, on some source. Hence, we shall never be able to trust anything. Of course, this means we also could not trust the reasoning of this paragraph.

We have stipulated that general philosophical skepticism is not our concern. We are not interested in discussing the view that no one can know moral truths because no one can know anything whatsoever. One might try avoiding the skeptical threat by recourse to a coherence theory of justification, according to which beliefs are justified by their relations of mutual support with each other, rather than being built up from independently-justified foundations. In my view, there are conclusive objections to such a theory, but I cannot discuss them here.
 For present purposes, let it suffice to say that if such a theory can succeed in accounting for the justification of our other beliefs, there is no apparent reason why it would not also show moral beliefs to be justified. Moral beliefs can mutually support each other as well as any other kind of beliefs. One might worry about how moral intuition would be worked into such a theory—but then, one might equally well worry about how perception would be worked into the coherence theory. If the coherentist can somehow accommodate the role of perception in the justification of our empirical beliefs, it is unclear why he could not accommodate intuition similarly.

I don’t think proponents of this first objection want to endorse either coherentism or skepticism. Instead, they appear to believe intuition is somehow special, in a way that subjects it to a general demand for justifying grounds, a demand from which perception, memory, introspection, and reasoning are exempt. In view of the principle of appearance conservatism, it is obscure why this should be so; intuitions are just another kind of appearance, along with perceptual experiences, memory experiences, and so on.

We saw examples in section 3.1 of non-moral intuitions that, I take it, nearly everyone would accept. If one accepts those intuitions, it would appear arbitrary not to accept ethical intuitions as well, at least prima facie. Certainly the critic of ethical intuition owes us an explanation.

Objection #2:
The difficulty with intuitions is that there is never any way to check whether an ethical intuition is correct, apart from reliance on intuition.
 In contrast, empirical beliefs can often be checked by other means. If I doubt whether the table I see is real, I can test this by trying to touch it, by asking other people if they also see it, or trying to place a glass on it.

Reply:
There are three replies to this objection. First, the objection sounds suspiciously like objection #1. If we take beliefs to be prima facie justified on the basis of appearances, as I have urged, then it is unclear why intuitive beliefs should be thought to require checking, in the absence of any positive grounds for doubting them. If, on the other hand, we reject this conception of prima facie justification, then it is unclear how one is supposed to check anything. If belief A has no prima facie justification, and belief B also has no prima facie justification, then one can not legitimately “check on” or “verify” A’s truth by appealing to B. Unless we are allowed to take something for granted, nothing can count as verifying anything.

Second, it is doubtful that all of our non-moral knowledge can be checked in the sense required by the objection. I believe I have mental states—beliefs, desires, feelings, and so on—because I (seem to) have introspective awareness of them. I am not sure how I would go about checking on the reliability of introspection by non-introspective means, and I do not believe I have ever done so. Nevertheless, it is quite certain that I have mental states. Likewise, it is unclear how I might go about checking on the validity of memory in general, without relying on memory. It is unclear how one can establish the reliability of inductive reasoning, without relying on induction. It is unclear how one can establish the reliability of reason in general, without relying on reason.
 Even the examples given in the statement of the objection might not count as checking an empirical belief by other means—if the belief that there is a table here is classified as being based on “sense perception,” then all the suggested means of verifying the belief also rely on the same source. This objection, then, is in danger of devolving into general philosophical skepticism.

Third, if one takes a liberal view of what counts as checking a belief—as one must in order to allow most non-moral beliefs to be “checked”—then it appears that intuitions can be checked. I can check my belief that murder is wrong by asking other people whether murder also seems wrong to them. If it is legitimate, as surely it is, to check a perceptual belief in this way, then why should this not be an equally valid check on an intuitive belief? One can also check intuitive beliefs by seeing whether they cohere with other intuitive beliefs—just as one could check a perceptual belief by seeing whether it coheres with other perceptual beliefs. Thus, suppose someone reports an intuition that abortion is wrong. He may check on this by (a) seeing whether his intuition coheres with the intuitions of others, and (b) seeing whether his intuition about abortion coheres with his intuition about, say, Thomson’s violinist case.
 These sorts of tests are nontrivial—many intuitions fail them, though many others pass. It is not as though the intuitionist has to immediately refer every moral question to intuition, with no possibility of further discussion or reasoning.

Objection #3:
If we allow moral beliefs to be rested on mere appeals to intuition, then anyone can claim any moral belief to be justified. “If Thelma could be noninferentially justified in believing that eating meat is wrong, then Louise could also be noninferentially justified in believing that eating meat is not wrong, even if neither can infer her belief from any reason.”

Reply:
I hold that, when an individual perceives a physical object, he is noninferentially justified in believing some things about the object, things that can be perceptually discerned. It does not follow from this that any arbitrarily chosen claim about the physical world is justified. Likewise, I hold that when an individual has an ethical intuition, he is noninferentially justified in believing the relevant evaluative proposition. It does not follow from this that any arbitrarily chosen evaluative proposition is justified.

Perhaps the point is that Louise would be justified in thinking that eating meat is not wrong, if she were to have a corresponding ethical intuition. Granted, this follows from my theory. It is also true that if someone were to look here and have an experience of seeing a blank space where I see a table, then they would be prima facie justified in thinking there is no table here. What is the problem?

Perhaps the objection relies on the assumption that many people in fact do have the intuition that eating meat is not wrong. This would be a problem for someone who wants to maintain that eating meat is wrong, just as it would be a problem for someone who thinks there is a table here if many people looked and didn’t see one. If this is the objection, then it falls under the heading of the “Argument from Disagreement,” to be discussed in chapter (6??).

One thing that is not a problem for the intuitionist is the possibility of people who indiscriminately claim to have intuitions, perhaps because they don’t feel like stating the actual reasons for their beliefs. We have no technique for forcing such people to give up their claims. This is regrettable. But it has no bearing on the reality of intuition or its validity as a source of knowledge.

Eyewitnesses can and do exaggerate, make hasty judgements, and outright lie. No one thinks this refutes the validity of sense perception as a means of knowledge. Nor do we charge the philosopher of perception with the task of stopping people from doing those things. No more, then, is it the job of the intuitionist to produce a technology for forcing everyone to be circumspect and honest in their moral judgements.

Objection #4:
John Mackie has described ethical intuition as “queer” and “utterly different from our ordinary ways of knowing everything else.” “None of our ordinary accounts of sensory perception or introspection or the framing and confirming of explanatory hypotheses or inference or logical construction or conceptual analysis, or any combination of these” can explain ethical knowledge.

Reply:
Given the reality of intuition in general, ethical intuition is not very different at all from other kinds of intuition. The only difference between ethical intuitions and non-ethical intuitions is in what they are about—and that cannot be taken as grounds for the queerness Mackie finds, unless we are meant to reject ethical knowledge merely for being ethical.

Doubtless Mackie would say it is intuition in general that is weird and utterly different from our other means of knowing. It is conspicuously absent from his list of our “ordinary” ways of knowing things. But it is no argument against intuitive knowledge to say that it cannot be accounted for by any of the non-intuitive means we have of knowing things.
 One might as well argue that perception is queer, since perceptual knowledge cannot be accounted for by introspection, intuition, conceptual analysis, or reasoning. The fact is that Mackie has identified no specific feature of intuition that is supposed to render it problematic. One suspects that his reference to the “queerness” of moral knowledge lacks cognitive meaning, serving rather to express his own aversion to such things than to describe any objective feature of it.

Behind Mackie’s distaste for intuition there no doubt lies some of the strong empiricist sentiment of twentieth century philosophy. Empiricism—roughly, the idea that all “informative” knowledge, or knowledge of the mind-independent, language-independent world, must derive from sense perception—has been fashionable for the last century, though less so, I think, in the past decade. I cannot do justice to this subject here; nevertheless, I will briefly report how things seem to me: First, it is so easy to enumerate what appear on their face to be counter-examples to the thesis of empiricism, and at the same time so difficult to find arguments for the thesis, that the underlying motivation for the doctrine can only be assumed to be a prejudice. Second, I think that in the last several years, if not earlier, the doctrine has been shown to be untenable.
 Here, I will give two of the better-known counter-examples to empiricism.

First example: Nothing can be both entirely red and entirely green. How do I know that? Our question is not how I came upon the concepts “red” and “green,” nor how I came to understand this proposition. The question is why, having understood it, I am justified in affirming it as true. It seems to be justified intuitively, i.e., simply because it seems obvious on reflection. How else might it be justified?

A naive empiricist might appeal to my experiences with colored objects: I have seen many colored objects, and none of them have ever been both red and green. One thing that makes this implausible as an explanation of how I know that nothing can be both red and green is the necessity and universality of the judgement. It isn’t just that, as it so happens, there (probably) aren’t any red, green objects, since we haven’t found any so far. Rather, a red, green object seems inherently impossible; there couldn’t have been such a thing, no matter what our experience had been like. Further, suppose it turned out that all or most of your observations of red objects, or whatever observations are supposed to support the judgement, have been hallucinatory (perhaps, like Neo, you learn that you are living in the Matrix). According to the present empiricist account, you would then have to suspend judgement on whether, in the real world, red objects are sometimes also green. This seems absurd.

For this sort of reason, most of those sympathetic to empiricism are more inclined to claim instead that “Nothing can be both red and green” is somehow made true by virtue of the definitions of “red” and “green.” This is often thought to be an acceptable way of avoiding reliance on intuition. But it is not enough just to make this kind of claim; to make good on it, the empiricist must produce the definitions of “red” and “green” together with the actual derivation, from those definitions, of the statement “Nothing can be both red and green.” No one has done this; indeed, the project seems stymied at stage one by the absence of any analytical definition of either “red” or “green.” It is here that some feel tempted to appeal to modern scientific knowledge about the underlying nature of colors in order to construct definitions (e.g., “redness is the disposition to reflect such-and-such wavelengths of light”). This approach leads to the absurd consequence that, say, 300 years ago, people were in no position to know whether it was possible for a red object to be green, since they did not know the scientific theory of colors.

Second example: I know that “Socrates is a man” and “All men are mortal” together entail “Socrates is mortal.” How do I know that? One might say I know it because I know a general rule that all inferences of the form “x is an A; all A’s are B; therefore, x is B” are valid—but, in the first place, this would only push the question to how I know that rule to be valid, and in the second place, it would only introduce another inference I have to make: “All inferences of such-and-such form are valid; this inference is of that form; therefore, this inference is valid.” So that is no help. Nor should one say that in general, logical judgements are based on arguments, since the validity of the latter arguments would then have to be ascertained, leading to a problem of circularity or infinite regress.
 Nor, finally, are logical judgements known by perception—the validity of a piece of reasoning is not seen with the eyes, heard with the ears, etc. It seems that intuition is the only remaining possibility. Moreover, upon introspecting, we notice that we do in fact have logical intuitions, and that they do in fact make us think some inferences to be valid.

This sort of example is particularly interesting, since all reasoning depends upon principles of logic. Any kind of reasoning thus depends upon intuition, including the reasoning the reader is doing at the moment, and including any reasoning that might be deployed to impugn the reliability of intuition.

One possible response to this argument is that we need not have a priori knowledge of the principles of logic, e.g., knowledge that such-and-such inference is valid. Instead, it would be enough for us to have an innate disposition to make valid inferences. While this response may undermine the claim that all reasoning depends upon intuition, it does not obviate the need for intuition at some stage, for the simple reason that we do in fact know the principles of logic, and this knowledge must still be accounted for. I take it that one cannot, without some undesirable form of circularity, argue that a certain inference form is valid using an argument of that very form; hence, the point remains that knowledge of the rules of inference cannot in general be inferential.

As with the previous example, some would argue that the rules of logic are made true “by definition” or by some sort of conventions. The idea that the truth of the laws of logic is convention-dependent would seem to suggest that we could have legitimately made conventions or stipulations in such a way that (without changing the meanings of any of the following words)

Socrates is a man.

All men are mortal.

Therefore, Socrates is mortal.

would have been invalid, and 

Socrates is a man.

All men are mortal.

Therefore, Socrates is immortal.

would have been valid. For Socrates’ sake, I think we should shift to conventions of that kind.

We could, of course, change the use of the word “valid” by convention. But that is irrelevant; we could similarly change the use of the word “blue” by convention, but no one takes this to show that “the sky is blue” is (in any interesting and relevant sense) made true by conventions or word meanings. Any true statement could be converted to a false one by a suitable change in the meanings of the words it contains. The question is whether the fact that the statement expresses is dependent on a convention—that is, whether we could render the statement false by a change in some convention, without changing what the statement means. In the case of logical principles, the answer is obviously no.
 The laws of logic are thus examples of language-independent, objective facts that are known independent of experience.

That will have to do for an overview of some of the difficulties of empiricism. As I say, others have dealt with this issue more thoroughly and conclusively. But I hope to have shown that Mackie is not entitled simply to take empiricism for granted as a premise from which to attack intuitionism.

3.5. The Implausibility of Nihilism: A Moorean Argument
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Nihilism holds that nothing is good, bad, right, or wrong. We have said enough to show why we are prima facie justified in rejecting this. A nihilist might accept this point, but go on to say that there are nevertheless strong arguments for nihilism that overcome the initial presumption against it.
 I have already discussed in the last section some of the arguments the nihilist might deploy against realism, and I will discuss others in later chapters. However, in this section I want to argue that the presumption against nihilism is very strong, so that the arguments for nihilism would have to be extremely powerful in order for the nihilist’s position to be justified.

In our discussion so far, we have focused on the qualitative point that many moral beliefs have prima facie justification. But justification comes in degrees: my justification for thinking that trees exist is stronger than my justification for thinking that the theory of evolution is true, which is stronger than my justification for thinking that tomorrow will be sunny. What determines the degree to which an intuitive belief is prima facie justified? If one accepts appearance conservatism, the natural view to take is that the more obvious something seems, the stronger is its prima facie justification. Very clear and firm intuitions should take precedence over unclear, wavering intuitions.

Now consider in outline one of the arguments for nihilism:

1.
Moral good and bad, if they exist, would be intrinsically motivating—that is, things that any rational being would necessarily be motivated to pursue (in the case of good) or avoid (in the case of bad).

2.
It is impossible for anything to be intrinsically motivating in that sense.

3.
Therefore, good and bad do not exist.

More needs to be said to properly assess each of those premises; however, I won’t say it now. Right now I just want to use this argument to illustrate a general epistemological point. Given the nihilist conclusion in (3), one could validly infer such further conclusions as:

4.
It is not the case that the Holocaust was bad.

5.
It is never the case that enjoyment is better than excruciating pain and suffering.

And so on.

Now, just as someone who accepted (1) and (2) might be moved by the above argument to accept nihilism, a realist might argue against (1) and (2) as follows:

1'.
The Holocaust was bad.

2'.
It is sometimes (if not always) the case that enjoyment is better than excruciating pain and suffering.

3'.
Therefore, good and bad do exist.

4'.
Therefore, either

a. Good and bad need not be intrinsically motivating, or

b. It is possible for something to be intrinsically motivating.

We need to be clear on the relationship between the nihilist and realist arguments. Some would claim that the realist argument above “begs the question” against the nihilist, because its premises (1') and (2') are precisely what the nihilist denies in his conclusion. But this embodies a naive conception of the burdens of dialectic, granting a presumption to whichever argument happens to be stated first. For if the realist argument had been stated first, then we could presumably say that the nihilist argument “begs the question” against the realist since its premises (1) and (2) (conjointly) are precisely what the realist denies in his conclusion. The relationship between the two arguments is symmetric: each argument takes as premises the denial of the other argument’s conclusion.

The strength of an argument depends upon how well justified the premises are and how well they support the conclusion. Both of the above arguments support their conclusions equally well; both are deductively valid. So of the two arguments, the better is the one whose premises are more initially plausible. Now which seems more obvious: “Enjoyment is better than excruciating pain” or “It is impossible for anything to be intrinsically motivating”? To me, the former seems far more obvious. And I do not think my judgement on this point is idiosyncratic. Therefore, it would be irrational to reject the former proposition on the basis of the latter.

To justify his position, the nihilist would have to produce premises more plausible than any moral judgement—more plausible than “Murder is wrong,” more plausible than “Pain is worse than pleasure,” and so on. But some moral judgements, it seems to me, are about as plausible as any proposition. So it seems unlikely that the nihilist could succeed, though of course we shall have to look at his arguments in detail to really see.

Finally, a comment on philosophical method. The nihilist argument above, as well as the empiricist argument discussed earlier (§3.4, objection #4), evince a kind of rationalistic methodology very common in philosophy. The method is roughly this: begin by laying down as obvious some abstract principle of the form, “No A can be B.” (E.g., “No substantive knowledge can be a priori”; “No objective property can be intrinsically motivating”; “No unverifiable statement can be meaningful.”) Then use the general principle as a constraint in the interpretation of cases: if there should arise cases of A’s that for all the world look like B’s, argue that they cannot really be B’s because that conflicts with the principle, and seek some other interpretation of the cases. It is one of the great ironies of philosophy that this rationalistic methodology is commonly employed by empiricists. One might have expected them to adopt the opposite approach: start by looking at cases, and only form generalizations that conform to the way all of the cases appear; stand ready to revise any generalizations upon discovery of counter-examples; treat the cases as a constraint on the generalizations.

My method is something between those two: start by accepting whatever seems true, both about cases and about general rules. If conflicts arise, resolve them in favor of whichever proposition appears most obvious. Roughly speaking, we want to adopt the coherent belief system that is closest to the appearances, where fidelity to appearances is a matter of how many apparently-true propositions are held as true, with these propositions weighted by their initial degree of obviousness. Borrowing Rawls’ term, we can call this the method of reflective equilibrium.
 The method of reflective equilibrium leads us to endorse some moral judgements. It is highly unlikely that it could ever lead us to endorse nihilism, as the latter requires a rejection of our entire body of moral beliefs. Indeed, it would be hard to devise a theory less faithful to the appearances.

�See my (2001, pp. 98-115).


�The third one is a bit odd; normally, one would simply report that one has a headache. Reporting that one seems to have a headache is odd because of the conversational implicature that you are in a position to say nothing stronger. Nonetheless, though odd, I think the “seems” report would be true. This need not mean that the appearance that one is in pain is a separate mental state from the pain; perhaps, rather, some mental states have awareness of themselves built in.


�A person can believe what doesn’t seem true, by exercising self-deception or taking a leap of faith; see my (2001, pp. 108-10). But these ways of believing are irrational.


�Cf. Bealer (1992, pp. 101-2) on the concept of intuition.


�Fumerton (1990, p. 6) has “no idea what these intuitions are supposed to be.” Ayer (1956, p. 31) says that to say someone knew something by intuition “is to assert no more than that he did know it but that we could not say how.” Hudson (1967, p. 57; 1983, pp. 103-4) thinks “intuition” just means strong belief and does not name a way of knowing.


�Smith (2000, p. 24).


�This example is from Foot (1967).


�Popper (2001, pp. 49-50). The “what we have seen to be true must indeed be true” remark is misleading; Popper could not be objecting to this, since it is a tautology. Rather, what he doubts is that all intuitions count as seeing something to be true.


�Sinnott-Armstrong (1996, p. 10).


�These misunderstandings are found in Smith (2000, pp. 25-6), who writes, “The Intuitionists’ assertion of the irrelevance of argument is plausible only as long as the examples invoked are carefully selected,” seemingly granting that some moral knowledge is plausibly regarded as intuitive.


�The passage appears in “Does Moral Philosophy Rest on a Mistake?” (Prichard 1957, p. 16), which, despite its exaggerated central thesis, is really one of the most insightful articles in philosophy.


�The idea that foundationalism requires incorrigibility has been refuted by Audi (1983). Alston (1976) has also refuted objections to foundationalism that depend upon this misunderstanding.
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�For defenses of coherentism, see Davidson (1990) and BonJour (1985), but note that BonJour accepted coherentism only for empirical knowledge, not a priori knowledge (p. 193). For refutations, see Foley and Fumerton (1985); Huemer (1997); and Fumerton (1995, pp. 144-7).


�Hudson (1983, pp. 104-5); Ayer (1952, pp. 106, 118-20).


�Sterling (1994, p. 79) makes the point about introspection. See my (1999, pp. 347-8) on the problem with memory. See Hume (1975, pp. 32-9) on the problem of induction.


�Thomson (1971).


�Sinnott-Armstrong (1996, p. 10). Sextus Empiricus (1964, p. 74) levels the same charge against foundationalism in general.


�Mackie (1977, pp. 38, 39).


�As Sterling (1994, p. 67) observes.


�See BonJour’s excellent In Defense of Pure Reason (1998) and Bealer (1992).


�Essentially this point appears in Russell (1997, pp. 72-4) and BonJour (1998, pp. 43-4).


�As an aside, this criterion implies that typical “analytic” truths such as “All squares have four sides” are not convention-dependent in any interesting sense. I think this is right. The fact that all squares have four sides would remain even if we had no language, although the sentence “All squares have four sides” obviously would not.


�This is just what Mackie does (1977, p. 35).


�Mackie (1977, pp. 35, 40).


�The argument here is analogous to that in Moore (1953, pp. 119-20) and Huemer (2001, pp. 31-44). In the latter, I argue that any form of philosophical skepticism is unjustified; the argument found here is a special case of that argument.


�Rawls (1971, p. 48). This is something of a simplification of my view, since it implies that “coherence” is an all-or-nothing property. A more precise statement would incorporate the notion of degrees of coherence, where these are partly determined by probabilistic relations among beliefs. But I do not think this is required for the present point.
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