Hare’s Failure to Define Good Reasons

Paul I. Olscamp

Mind, New Series, Vol. 79, No. 314 (Apr., 1970), 241-244.

Stable URL:
http://links.jstor.org/sici 7sici=0026-4423%28 197004 %292 %3AT9%3A314%3C24 1 %3 AHFTDGR%3E2.0.C0%3B2-K

Mind is currently published by Oxford University Press.

Your use of the ISTOR archive indicates your acceptance of ISTOR’s Terms and Conditions of Use, available at
http://www.jstor.org/about/terms.html. ISTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use provides, in part, that unless you
have obtained prior permission, you may not download an entire issue of a journal or multiple copies of articles, and
you may use content in the ISTOR archive only for your personal, non-commercial use.

Please contact the publisher regarding any further use of this work. Publisher contact information may be obtained at
http://www jstor.org/journals/oup.html.

Each copy of any part of a ISTOR transmission must contain the same copyright notice that appears on the screen or
printed page of such transtnission.

ISTOR is an independent not-for-profit organization dedicated to creating and preserving a digital archive of
scholarly journals. For more information regarding ISTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

http://www jstor.org/
Thu May 26 12:09:10 2005



VII.—DISCUSSIONS

HARE’S FAILURE TO DEFINE GOOD REASONS

TrE nub of the problem of defining a good reason is the relation be-
tween two kinds of meaning, which R. M. Hare calls “ deseriptive ¥’
meaning, and ‘‘ commendatory’ or ° prescriptive” meaning,
Bome terma have only the first kind of meaning, others only the
second. Those which have both kinds are said to have a third kind
of meaning, which Hare calls “ evaluative ” meaning.! Sentences
such as * This strawberry is large, red, and juicy ** have descriptive
meaning, and those such as “ This strawberry is good ” have pre-
seriptive, or, provided that you know the characteristics that make a
strawherry good, or the criteria or standard of goodness in straw-
herries, evaluative meaning (LM, 111). Nonetheless, descriptive
meaning does not entail prescriptive meaning in any cage. Hven
if you did not know what makes a strawherry good, you would still
know that I was commending it if T called it “ gaod ” (LM, 104-1085,
129-130) and presumably yon could know that the strawberry was
red, large and juicy without knowing that it was good. Deseriptive
meaning changes ; evaluative meaning ? is constant for every kind of
object for which the relevant commendatory terms are used (LM, 119).
Yet there are close and important relations between the two, since
“...we can use the evaluative force of the word to change the
descriptive meaning for any class of abjects ”, that is, we can alter
the standard for saying that something is good through the precrip-
tive function of a word, Indeed, Hare would agree that descriptive
meaning is the foundation of good reasons for commending or pre-
seribing a thing or an action. He claims that “ to universalize is to
give the reason ” (FR, 5) and that “ The feature of value-judgements
which I call universalizability is simply that which they share with
descriptive judgments; namely, the fact that they hoth carry
deseriptive meaning ' (FR, 15). Descriptive meaning rests upon
the cancept of simularity or resemblance (FR, 10-13) and in moral
judgments one must decide what a “ relevant similarity  is. Thuns,
the problem of formulating rules for descriptive and preseriptive
meaning is of the same logical sort in both cases. (FR, 13-14) In
Hare's words :

. . when we make 2 moral judgement about gomething, we make it
becanse of the possession by it of certain non-moral properties. Thus
. . moral judgements about particular things are made for ressons ;
and the notion of a reason, as always, brings with it the notion of a

1R. M. Hare, The Language of Morals, Oxford University Press, 1952,
pp. 114-117; Freesdom and Reason, Oxford University Press, 1963, p. 26, I
shall refer, in the body of the text, to these works as * LM —(page number}”,
or * FR—{page number)”,

# This should, I think, be ** preseriptive ™ meaning, since evaluative meaning
is composed of two other kinds, only one of which s constans, i.e. prescriptive
meaning.
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rule whicl lays down that something is a reason for something else . . .
the naturalist thinke that the rule in question is & descriptive meaning-
rule which exhausts the meaning of the moral term used ; wheteas in
my own view the rule . . . dees not exhaust their meaning (F R, 21).

But what is the force of this italicized * becanse ™% It is not
logical, as we already know (LM, 94). Thus, to say that moral
judgments are universalizahle because of their descriptive function or
meaning is uninformative, since deseriptive universalizability does
not entail prescriptive universalizahility, or at least, nothing Hare has
said anywhere establishes such a relation. Calling the meanings of
terme which have hoth kinde of meaning by a third name, “ evalu-
ative ” meaning, does not explain how they are related, and it is in
fact quite misleading, Merely calling something by another name
does not change its nature. Nor can the relation be merely causal,
since that would render the notion of a good reason vacuous, But if
the relation is neither logical nor causal, then what sort of a relation
isit * And if we cannot answer this question, then how can we say
what a good reason is? In fact, I do not think that we can on
Hare's terms, and I shall now explain why this is so,

Ta ask “ Good what 1* is to asle “. .. for the clags within which
evaluative comparisons are being made ”, and to ask “ What makes
you call it good ¢ is to ask for the * virtues” or * good-making
characteristics ” of something (LM, 133). Assume that the “ what "
we are interested in is the elass of good reasons. This is a class
within which evaluative comparizons can be made, for otherwise the
concept of a good reasom is nonsense. Further, assume that the
answer to the second question is that our reasons have such proper-
ties as truth, relevance, practicability, ete., all of which are non-maral
properties. These then are the “ relevant ™ particulars ahout the
reasons, the “ virtues ” which I give in answer to the question “ What
features of it are you commending ¢ ” (LM, 129-130}. ¥rom this it
follows thatif I say that B is a good reason, then {a) I am commending
R, and (5) T am commending R hecause it has certain features (truth,
relevance, ete.) which are either good (commended) or good-making
(properties which cause me to commend), and (¢) the properties of R
are “ relevant particulars ”, that is, they are the features I am com-
mending, In short, Hare must hold that a sufficient condition for
R's being a good reason is that I commend it, or someone does, or
that I commend R's properties, or someone does, provided that there is
at least one instance of the application of the rule under which R falls
as a reason, Therefore, if B has properties a, b, ¢ then a, b, ¢, are
only properties on the basis of which R is commended {is a good
reason) if a, b, ¢ are themselves commended, or cause me {or someane
else) to commend hecause of properties which they have which are
ecommended, ad wnfinitum.

Another and perhaps clearer way to put these points would be
ta start from the awareness that the meaning of “ This is a gaod R ”
for Hare is its use to commend R, conjoined with its informative
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function. To ask “ Why is R good ? *’ is to ack for R’s gaod-making
characteristica or “ virtnes . But of course, merely giving these
properties will not do, that is, will not explain why R is a good reason,
because () ““ good ™' is a term of commendation, and as such cannot
be defined in terms of non-evaluative words, {b) the good-malking
characteristica of R are properties denoted by non-evaluative words,
and (¢) giving the propertieg alone does not enable me ta commend R.
Bo if R is to be a gaod. reason, then the definition of B must include
evaluative words, that is, it must commend R, or its properties, on the
basis of other reasons which are commended, ete., ete,
Congider the issue graphically :

1. “Ris good.”
2. “ R ig true 1elevant, and practical.”’

We can understand 1 without understanding 2, and viee verss. If
we understand them both, we see that 1 does naot entail 2, nor vice
verse. ‘They have different meanings. Conjoining them daes not
alter this fact, even if, as a whole, the conjunction has yet a third
function. The conjunction :

2A. “Ris good and R is true, relevant and practical * is still a
union of two sentences with two different meanings, and two different
usea. (Hare must claim. that their meanings are their uses, I think,
hut since this issiue makes no difference to my claims, I shall net
discuss it here.) The use of 1 is ta commend ; of 2, presumably to
refer. Suppose there is an action A and you say:3 “ A is good ”
I ask you why, and in reply you say *“ Because R, and R is good 7.
This will not do, because the meaning of “ R is good ™ {1} is to com-
mend R, and the relation between your commending A and why you
cammend it is nat desceribed by saying that you commend it because
you commend something else. But 2 will not do as a reply either,
because if T then ask why 2 is a good reason, then you must either
commend B again, which solves nothing, or give another reason,
which starts the problem all over again, or repeat yourzelf. If your
reply is a conjunction of 1 and 2, then mine is a conjunetion of the
eriticiams here.

In sum, we seem to be pregented with the following mistake, We
have 1, 2, and 2A, whose meanings are (say) x, y, and z, respectively.
Hare tells us that x is the foundation of 2, since withont %, we can
offer no reasons in support of z. But to establish this claim, he must
show us that there is some relation hetween x and y, such that terms
which mean both x and y also mean z. He admits that the relation
between x and ¥ is not one of entailment, and given his terms {that
universalizability dependz only upon x) it follows that the relation
hetween terms with both x and y, and those with 2, is also not one of
enfailment. We know that the relation cannot be merely cansal.
I have shown that the attemnpt to explain the relation on Hare’s
terms ends in an infinite regress. Therefore, I conclude that we
cannot define good reasons as he thinks we can.
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These criticisms cannot be avoided by the so-called “ inverted-
commas " use of “ good ™', because {a} by definition one is not com-
mending when one uses a word this way, and (4) one is commending
when one calls a reason good.
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