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MR. HARE ON THE ROLE OF PRINCIPLES
IN DECIDING

Me. Harg, in his delightful little book, The Language of Morals
(Oxford : at the Clarendon Press, 1952), especially in Chapter 4
{“ Decigions of Principles ”’}, says many wise things about prineiples
of conduct, their teachableness, and their relations to decisions.
However, back of it all there seems to be a position ahout the rela-
tion of principles to decisions which if consistently thought through
would lead to anything but good sense. It ia the purpose of this
paper to try to think jt through to its absurdities and thereby expose
1t.

Tt is clear that for Mr. Hare any “ piece of genuinely evaluative
moral reasoning ' must terminate in a decizion to do something or
to act in & certain way. The simplest kind of such an argument
would contain a general imperative major premise, a factual minor
premise, and a singular imperative conclusion that would be 2 self-
given command.

However, the peculiarity of his position is that moral reasoning
mugt terminate in, not a decision, but in a double barrelled decision.
Mind you, not that merely sometimes in deciding ahout a particular
cage we modify some previous prineiple of conduct, but that every
time we make g decision it is twofold. We make a decision about
the matter in hand and in doing so make a decision ahout: the principle
employed in deciding the particular matter. Suppase, for instance,
to uge Hare’s example, that I am in doubt about whether fo tell some
particular falsehood. Any moral principle that would help me to
decide the matter, along with some factual premises, would have to
enjain me not to tell (or to tell) the falsehood. But “since I am in
doubt, ex hypothesi, whether or not to make this false staterent, I
st be in doubt about assenting to the command, ‘ Do not make
this statement ’. But if I am in doubt about this command, I must
eo spso be in doubt, either about the factual premise * This statement
is false ’ (and this alternative is ruled out ex hypothesi), or else, as
must be the case, about the imperative premice ‘ Never say what is
false > (ibid. p. 41). So if there is a decision to be made about the
particular matter, there is also a decision to be made ahout the
general principle.

Therefore, on the bagis of Hare’s account, in order to make a
decision ahout an act 4, one would have to decide on a priuciple Py ;
but in order to decide on P;, ane would have to decide on Py; and
in order to decide on Py, one would have to decide on Py ; and so on
ed infinitum, with the embarrassing consequence that no decisions
could ever he made. ‘It might seem that a self-evident principle
gomewhere down the line could break the infinite regress, but Hare
has closed this avenue of escape by what he believes to be a con-
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clusive refutation of all forms of * Cartesianism ” in ethics (sbid. 33).
(Clearly some slip has been made. Part of the problem arises from
the kind of principles selected for consideration. In the above
example, although he considers his conclusion to be “Do not
make this statement ” and spealts of “ This statement ig falze ” as a
factual premise, it is clear that he takes as his paradigm the applica-
tion of the principle * Never tell a falsehood ** tio the problem whether
to tell this falsehood. And, as he'contends, it is much easier to de-
cide nat to tell a particular falsehood than to decide never fo tell a
falsehood, for the decision of principle in this case must wait upon the
decisions about telling this and many other particular falsehoods and
is subject to heing overthrown in its full universality by the decision
about any particular one. Yet he also maintains that to decide to
do or not to do a particular thing is to adopt a principle for all of
its kind (sbid. p. T0). There seems to be an inconsistency here. But
the apparent inconsistency arises from an implicit recognition. of two
kinds of principles, which he does not distinguish.
Hare is quite correct in contending that when one decides not to
tell a particular falsehood one does not decide never to tell a false-
“hood. ~ But in deciding not to tell the particular falsehood, one would
do it for such and such a reason, perhaps because it is 2 case of
deception under such-and-such conditions, and an appeal would be
made to the prineiple “ never do an act that is a case of deception
under such-and-such conditions.” This itself is a principle which
would be adopted for some other such-and-such a reason or reasons,
and thereby an appeal would be made to a still higher principle, in
terms of which a later modification of the principle under consjder-
ation might be made. The two kinds of principles related to a de-
cision ahout a particular act, then, are (1) a generalized principle
pertaining to all acts of the kind under consideration, and (2} a
generalized principle pertaining to the reason for doing the particular
act.
With this distinetion between the two kinds of principles, Hare's
paradigm should have been one of the following :

~ (1) Never tell a falsehood. Therefore, do not make this state-
ment, hecause it is a falsehood.

(2) Never tell a falsehood under such-and-such conditions.
Therefore, do not tell this falsehood, beeanse it is a falsehood
under such-and-such conditions.

Rather than :
(3) Never tell a falsehood. Therefore do not tell this falsehood.

In {1} the problem would be whether to make this statement, not
whether to make this false statement. In (2) the problem would
be whether to tell this falsehood. In (3), Hare should have had
either thefproblem of (1} or the principle of {2). In'either case his
theory ofithe double barrelled nature of decision would not have
suggestediitself.
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With the above distinetion between two kinds of principles and the
resulting modification of Hare’s paradigm, a distinction can be made
hetween deciding that a particular act shall eome under a certain
principle and recognizing that it does. Suppose that a judge iz in
doubt about what law applies to a particular case. From what does
his doubt arise ¢ Lack of knowledge of the case or the vagueness of
the law ¢  If the former, his doubt can be removed by further study
of the case, resulting in its praper characterization and, consequently,
recognition of what law applies ; if the latter, his doubt is removed by
a deciston, resulting in a refinement of the law.

If there were situations in which we decided a particular case 4 in
terms of a principle P,, which we recognized to apply to 4 ; orif we
should find ourselves with a doubt that required a decision about
applying P, to 4, and found a principle P, which we recognized to
apply to the case of P'y’s application to A4, then a decision could be
made. But without recognition that some principles applied to
some cases so that some single barrelled decisions could be made,
we would be in the predicament of the infinite regress outlined ahove.
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