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1S HARE'S PRESCRIPTIVISM
MORALLY NEUTRAL?*

William Lyons

University of Dundee, Scotland

Many philosophers have pointed out that ane of the unacceptable consequences
of prescriptivism in ethics is the impossibility of adducing good reasons for
moral principles and judgments in ethics and the consequent feeling that
prescriptivism thereby makes ethics irrational.! T would like to argue that
prescriptivism only has this consequence in a Harean version of it and then
only if Hare can be interpreted in a crucial passage as going beyond his
original ‘brief' of putting forward a morally neutral logical thesis,

On the first page of the preface to The Language of Movrals, Hare sets
out his ‘brief': “Erthics, as I conceive it, is the logical scudy of the language of
morals."? Later, in Freedowm and Reason, Hare sets out his undertaking in
fuller form: “Ethical theory, which determines the meanings and functions of
the moral words, and thus the ‘rules’ of the moral ‘game’, provides only 2
clarification of the conceptual framework within which moral reasoning rakes
place; it is therefore, in the required sense, nentral as hetween different moral
opinions.”"3 Unfortunately, by the end of Part T of The Language of Morals,
one could be led into thinking that Hare has already begun to forger abourt
his original intent when ane finds him writing: “To become morally adult is
to reconcile these two apparently conflicting positions by learning to make
decisions of principle; it is to learn to use ‘ought’— sentences in the realization
that they can only be verified by reference to a standard or set of principles
which we have by our own decision accepted and made our own.™* This
statement is at least in danger of being interprered as 4 nonlogical comment

* 1 would like to thank Les Holborow of the University of Dundee for his help
in developing the point made in this paper.
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to the effect thar moral principles are derived as a result of a free personal
choice, meaning that one’s moral principles are to be derived by thinking
them up in one’s head. If one refers to what Hare wrote later in the intro-
duction to Freedom and Reason, chis interpretation is given some more fuel:
But for the moment let us assume that there can be no logical deduction of moral
judgments from statements of fact. If this be once granted, it follows thac we are free
to form our own moral opinions in a much stronger sense than we are free to form
our own. opinions 25 to whart the faces are.

_ Against this conviction, which every adult has, that he is free to form his own
opinions ahont moral questions, we have to set another characteristic of these ques-

tions which seems to contradiet ic. This is, that the answering of moral questions Is,
or oughe to he, a rarional acriviey

This last quortation is the erucial point at which Hare’s allegediy logically pure
analysis can be interpreted as heing corrupted. I fear thar what Hare says
follows can be interpreted as not following, so that he can be thought to have
made a small logical error with the large result that his theory is no longer
a purely logical one and so is no longer morally neutral. Hare can he inter-
preted as purporting to deduce ‘we are free to form our own moral opinions,’
meaning ‘we are free to originate our own moral epinions,” from ‘you cannot
deduce moral judgments from statements of fact.'" All that should logically
follow about the derivation of moral judgments, principles, or opinions from
the statement ‘vou cannot deduce moral judgments from statements of fact'
is that, given that moral judgments are logically connecred with meoral
principles and opinions (as they are in Harean prescriptivism), chen maral
principles and opinions cannot be deduced {or derived} from stacements of
fact. That it is a logical fallacy to hold that ‘you cannot deduce moral judg-
ments (principles or opinions) from statements of fact’ implies ‘we are free
to form our own maral views,' will be clearly seen if one reflects that it
is logically possible both that we are not free to form our own moral views
and yet that they are not derived from statements of fact. It could be thar
maral views are derived as a result of some divine revelation, or that they
are ‘heard’ through same inner faculras which infallibly dicrates to each person
the same categorical moral imperatives, or that they are derived in some orher
such not purely subjective (and in that sense ‘objective’} yer nonfactual
manner.

Now, the following model shouid serve to show thar, if Hare is making
this logical error (which I think he is not), then Harean prescriptivism is
quite likely to revise people’s maral principles and consequent judgments on
the basis of them. If O'Reilly, a staunch Roman Catholic from Dublin,
believes that the Church, interprecing infallibly the teachings of Churist, is
the guardian of faith and morals, then his moral views will be those of the
Vatican or at least his Dublin parish priest's interpretation of the official

§. Freedom and Reason, p. 2. Tn his critical notice of Freedom and Reason in
Mind (April 1945), C. C., W. Taylor has poinred out thae, if this is meant as a so-
ciclogical comment, then it is not 2 correct one ro say that feeling free to form one's

own maoral opinions is a “conviction which every adult has™; the opposite is closer
to the truth.
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Vatican view. Now, if O'Reilly reads in Freedows and Reuason that “we are
free to form our own moral opinions™ and interprets this as meaning “we are
free to ariginate our own moral opinions,” then the odds in the betting are
at least ‘evens’ that O'Reilly, if he becomes a follower of Hare's prescriptivism,
will change his moral views. Previously O'Reilly, with much chagrin and
against his personal opinions, had accepted the Vatican ruling that contracep-
tion is morally unacceptable and bad fathered eighc children; now, being
a Harean prescriptivist, he is quite likely ta feel free o give full weight to his
personal opinions in moral marcters and decide that now contraception is
morally right. He has changed from seeking his moral opinions from the
Vatican to deriving them for himself.

Sa, if Hare is telling us how to derive our maral opinions, he is not
talking logic, and his statement is not entailed by any parr of the logic of the
pure prescriptivist view of moxral language. It is this doctrine of Hare’s about
the derivation of our moral judgments. principles, and opinions which, under
the interpretation T have outlined, has given rise to the accusations that the
Harean version of prescriptivism is irrational; for, so the argument goes, if
ultimate moral principles are a mauter of choice by the individual, and if these
individual choices are ultimately not sustainable by an appeal to facts or
principles (which Hare admits) or necessarily affected by a consideration
of possible consequences or by a requirement of universalizability (which his
critics point out), then one cannot adduce good reasons in favor of one’s
maral principles.® This argument, and the accusation of irracionality hased on
it, loses its force if the statement “moral principles are 1 macter of chaice by
the individual” is not interpreted as meaning that “moral principles can only
be derived, no matter how sophisticated the thinking, by thinking them up
in ane’s head” but as “moral principles are not derivable from statements of
fact bur must be derived fromn somewhere ¢lse by a deliberate choice an che
part of the individual” Now, on chis latter interpreration, Harean prescrip-
tivism, excepting that moral principles are not derivable from statements of
fact, leaves open the matter of where they are o come from and so leaves
open the question whether moral principles are basically irrational. If moral
principles are basically irrational, it will be because all the possible sets of
moral principles which people use, the utlicarian ones, the hedonist ones,
the Christian anes, and so on, have been shown ta be basically irrational.

A pure prescriptivist view of ethics should have nothing to say about the
derivation of our moral principles and opinions excepe that they cannot be
derived from statemments of fact. This is all that follows from the is-ought
dichotamy in regard to moral opinjons. It may be che case that Hare wishes
to say no more than this; it is certainly the case that he need say no more.
However, [ think it is fair to say that what Hare has wricten in The Language
of Movrals and Freedom and Reason is open to an interpretation chat makes his
prescriptivism open bath t the charge of irrationality and to the charge
of not being morally neutral, and that it has been so interpreted in good faith.

6. For a full apalysis of the charge of irrationality made against Harean pre-
scriptivism, I refer the reader to the works cited in n. 1 above.



