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HARE'S USE OF HUME S FORK

Barbara A. MacKinnon

University of San Francisco

According to Richard Hare, the “best instrurnent” to use in. getting rid of rangles in
moral philosophy is “still the old fork invented by Hume," the analytic-synthetic
distinction.! Both in his ongoing debate with the descriptivists (with Philippa Foot in
particular), and in his recent eriticism of John Rawls’s A Theary of Justice, it is Hume's
fork, we believe, that is his crucial implement.? We will try here to make explicit his
use of it in these two debates. We would also like to offer some critical reflections on
the underlying significance of such use of the analytic-synthetic distinction.

One who is familiar with Hare's prescriptivism will find nothing unusual in his
continued criticism of the descriptivists for their failure to distinguish sufficiently
hetween description and evaluation, or to see the nondeducibility of the latter from
the former. Their mistake seems to be but a repeat of the old naturalistic fallacy of
trying to derive an ‘ought’ from an ‘is.’ Aad yet under closer scrutiny this simple
sharp line separating Hare from the neonaturalists seems to blur and fade. His current
stance, 1s revealed through his recent articles and lectures, seems strikingly similar to
the familiar poses of thase he ostensibly opposes.? Both he and Philippa Foot, for
example, resort to a type of Utilitarjanism as a basis of moral judgments. Both appeal
for a grounding of what men ought to do to a consideration of what desires and

. R. M. Hare, “Descriptivism,” in The Is-Ought Question: A Collection of Papers on the Central
Probiem of Moral Philosaphy, ed. W. 1. Hudson (Londan: Macmillan Co., 1969), p. 240.

2. One of the main sources for this paper was a series of lectures and discussions by R. M.
Hare and P. Foot in the Carnegie Institute in Ethics held at the University of Notre Dame
during the summer 1972. Hare's lectures on Rawls are now published in more detail in “Rawls '
Theory of Justice.” Philasophical Quarterly 23, no. 91 (April 1973): 144-35§; and no. 92 (July 1971}
241-52. Also relied upon as sources for Philippa Foat's position. are “Goadness and Choice,”
Proceedings of the Avistatelian Society 15 (1961). 45—60; “In Defence of the Hypothetical Impera-
tive,” Phiosophic Exchange 1, no. ? (Summer 1971} 137-45; “Moral Arguments,” Readings in
Contemporary Ethical Theory, ed. K. Pahel and M. Schiller (Englewood Cliffs, N.]J.: Prentice-
Hall, Inc., 1970), pp. 145-55; and an unpublished paper entitled “Nietzsche: The
Revaluation of Values.” Sources from R. M. Hare will be noted as referred to. Source for John
Rawls is his A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, Mass.. Belknap Press of Harvard University Press,
1971).

3. “Insticute in Ethics”; “Descriptivism”; “Meaning and Speech Acts,” Philosophical Revieq
79 {1970): 3-24; “The Argument from Received Opinion," Estays on Philosophical Method (New
York: Macmillan Co., 1971), pp. 117-35.
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333 Discussion

interests men actually do have. If this is so, then is not Hare also linking evaluation
with description in 2 way that he has held to be fallacious?

In the first part of this paper we would like to show that there still does remain a
crucial difference between Hare and the descriprivists, and that the difference does lie
in the relation which they hold exists berween evaluation and description. However,
we believe that their difference here is crucially dependent on Hare's reliance on the
analytic-synthetic distinction.

That this is the key to the difference between them can be shown by a simple
example. Take the well-worn case of courage. A man has risked his life for another,
and because of this we call him “couragecus.” According to the descriptivists,
‘courageous’ is an evaluative term which has a definite connection with a certain
describable behavior. The evaluative meaning of the term, according to Philippa
Foot, derives from its direct connection with human interests and desires—either
standard interests, such as wine that is considered by the experts to be ‘good wine,’ or
personal interests, such as what I consider o be good for my purposes and desires.?

That such behavior is generally commended is also admitted by Hare. We
cammend courage because it generally accords with human interests. The meaning of
moral evaluatives lies primarily in the act of commending, a corumending with impli-
cations of universalizability. When [ say that something ought to be done, I mean that
anyone in 2 similar situation ought to do the same thing. The test of whether I ought
to do something is whether I can will that everyone in a similar situation sbould do
the same. In order to carry out this test, I need to put myself also into the shoes of all
other affected persons and consider also how their interests and desires would be
affected by this action. Since a person generally does oot will to have his interests
overridden, they should not be overridden. This, then, is the basis for the ought, the
recommendation or lack of recommendation. In the case of ‘courage,’ such action
generally promotes persons’ interests, and they generally do not want these interests
overridden.®

Two things are to be noted here, hath being connected wich the key word
‘generally’ in the previous sentence. First of all, it seems to be the case that people
generally do not waat their interests overridden. However, there are exceptions to
this. The idealist, or “fanatic” as Hare calls him, is such a type of person. In favar of
his ideal, he would have even his own interests overridden.® In the second pface, there
are also exceptions to the general practice of recommending courage. In some cases,
courage may not be the best t)fpe of behavior; it may not accord with standard or
personal interests. That persons do have the desires that they do have is a purely
contingent matter. They need not have such interests. Moreaver, even if they do have
such interests. they need not will to have them furthered. They may be idealists or

4. “Goodness and Choice,” pp. 53, 60. See also Hare's discussion of Foat's position in
“Descriptivism,” pp. 242—43.

5. Cf. especially his chapter on Utdlitarianism in Freedom and Reason (New Yorl: Oxford
University Press, 1963), pp. 112-16.

6. Freedont and Reason, chap. 9. The importance of the “fanatic” to Hare's position was quite
apparent in “Institute in Echics,” and is also key in an essay entitled “Wrongness and Harm,” in
Eissays on the Moral Concepis (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1972).
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“fanatics.” It may be “contingently extremely unlikely” that either.of these exceptions
exist, but it is not logically impossible.”

- Here, then, lies the difference between Foot and Hare. She does not seern to be
bothered by such contingency. In fact, she admits that persons might not have the
interests they do have, and that only because they do is there any obligation. All
obligation is hypothetical; there is no categorical obligation ®

Hare, however, is bothered by such contingency. The reason he is, we believe, is
his concern that in moral philosophy one should follow a strice process of deduction.
All connections in the moral reasoning process must be strictly logical connections; all
sentences must be analytic. The elements of contingency in the realm of our interests
and desires lead him to disconnect evaluation from description. Only if there were 2
logical conaection between the description and evaluation would he allow himself o
be classified as a descriptivist. But there is no such lagical connection, he contends.
Thus he concludes that the distinctive meaning of ‘ought’ derives from. the recom-
mending act itself, the preseription implicit in a0y use of ‘ought.” ‘

Thus, the crucial element in his prescriprivism and in his criticism of the descrip-
tivists is not any total lack of connection which he sees to exist between description
and evaluation, but rather the lack of any logically necessary, that is, analytic, con-
nection. It would seem that the analytic-synthetic distinction, then, is the key to
understanding his debate with the descripeivists. Hume's old fork still divides the
dissidents.

The debate berween the prescriptivists and deseriptivists is a fundamental, yet
long familiar, issue in moral philosophy. Now moral philosephy seems to be entering
on a new and strikingly significant direction through the publication of John Rawls's
A Theory of Justice. Stuarc Hampshire, in a review of this work, speaks of it as “the most
substantial and interesting contribution to moral philosophy since the war.”'® Its
approach is quite different from that of Richard Hare, and we believe that the key to
the difference between their two moral philosophies again lies in Hare's reliance on
the analytic-synthetic distinction. It is this that we will try to show in this second part
of our paper.

The major difference between Rawls and Hare would seem, in 2 prima facie
comparison, to lie in their reaching substantively different conclusions about the
good. For Hare the good is determined by the Utilicarian principle of maximizing
happiness. Rawls, however, rejects a maximization of total interests at the expense of
any individual or minority group as something which offends our sense of justice.
While admitting some inequality in the distribution of the goods of a society, his
principles of justice would still protect the interests of the least advantaged. The rich

7. “Descriptivism,” pp. 254-57. Here he speaks of our having a fairly consistent set of
needs and desires. However, these are unlimited; they do not form a closed set. Nor, he says, is
it “logically necessary” that our desices be as chey are. Moreover, our reasons for choosing are
connected with these desires, and thus they also are not logically connected with our meral
evaluations.

8. “Institute in Fthics,” and “In Defence of the Hypothetical [mperative.”

9. Hare's presupposition that the meaning of words is based on speech acts invalves some
highly controverted issues. For a discussion of these see Edward MacKinnon, “Language,
Speech and Speech Acts,” Philosophy and P logical Research, vol. 34, no. 2 (December
1971).

10. Mew York Review of Books 18, no. 3 (February 24, 1972): 34.
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may be made richer only if this creates a general advantage to all, especially the
person on the bortom of the ladder.**

While this is the most evident difference between the two, it is a difference which
Hare believes is more apparent than real, for he holds that there is a formal identity
between his own and Rawls's principles. Thus, according t Hare, since he and
Rawls really reason from identical principles, they should reach similar conclusions.
Rawls should also admit of Utilitarian substantive conclusions, he argues.'?

What [ wish to argue is that, though Hare is correct in his contention that he and
Rawls share principles that are formally identical, yet he is not correct in arguing that
Rawls must logically share his conclusions. There is a reason why these two reach
substantively different conclusions with regard to Utilitarianism, That reason is again
Hare's reliance on the analytic-synthetic distinction.

Let us first consider Hare's contention that there is a formal identity between his
own moral principles of prescriptivity and universalizability and Rawls’s principle of
justice as fairness. According to Hare, when one makes a moral judgment that x is
good or ought w be done, x must be an action which can be prescribed universally.
This is implicit in the moral language we use. To be able ta pass this test of goodness,
an action. must be ane whose consequences you could accept when the interests of all
affected by the action were given equal weight, or in other words, no matter whose
shoes you were in and whose interests you had.

There is an immediately recognized similarity between these principles and
Rawls's principle of fairness. According to Rawls, the just society is one which is set
up on. the principles of fairness. The guarantee that these principles are fair is their
having been arrived at by a certain procedure. Rawls would have us imagine a purely
hypothetical situation in which we are planning to set up principles for forming a just
society. In order to insure our choice of the best principles, we must have certain
qualifications. We must first of all be rational, that is, prudent in the sense of being
able to choose efficient means to specified ends. Second, we must, in certain impor-
tant respects, be ignorant. Since each person is motivated by self-interest, be must be
ignorant of, or able to prescind from, what position he would have in the ensuing
society. This is to insure impartiality. '3

Hare's contention is that his own restriction on the moral decider is similar to
that of Rawls. The condition Hare sets of being able to imagine oneself in any
particular role has the same practical effect as Rawls's requirement of ignorance.
Mareover, Hare points out that both of these theories are also similar in form ro the
“Ideal Observer Theary” according to which the observer does know the roles of all,
including his own, but is limited in his self-interest by being equally benevolent to all.
They all have the same practical effect.’

Ir would seem that Hare is correct in this contention. The question then be-
comes, What is the real reason for the difference in their substantive conclusions? We

11. A Theory of Justice, pp. 1415, 6061, and throughout the book. These principles are not
new in Rawls's writings. For an interesting commentary on his eaclier publications from the
viewpoint of a Utilitarian, see Robert L. Cunningham, “Justice: Efficiency or Fairness?” Per-
sonalst 52, no. 2 (Spring 1971} 2§3-81.

12. “Institute in Ethies.”

13. A Theory of Justice, p. 12.

14. “Institute in Ethics.”
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believe that it is in the area of philosophical methodology that their crucial differences
lie, differences that may account for their substantively different conclusions.

For Rawls, as opposed to Hare, the analytic method "and the formal truths of
logic are but minimally important in establishing a substantive theory of justice. This
can he seen from the following quote from A Thesry of Justice.

A theory of justice is subject to the same rules of method as other cheories. Definitions and
analyses of meaning do not have a special place: Definition is but one device used in setting up
the general steucture of theory. Once the whole framework is worked out, definitions have no
distinct status and stand or fall with the theory itself. In any case, it is obviously impossible to
develop a substantive theory of justice founded solely on truths of logic and definition. The
analysis of moral concepts and the a priori, however traditionally understood, is oo slender 2
basis. Moral philosophy must be free to use contingent assumptions and general facts as it
pleases.'s

Moral philosophy, Rawls contends, should proceed in the sarne way as the empirical
sciences. [ts theories must be tested by the facts. “There is a definite class of facts
against which conjectured prineiples can be checked, namely our considered judg-
ments in reflective equilibrium.™9 Our considered judgments are “those judgments in
which our raoril capacities are most likely to be displayed without distortion.”? In
addition to these considered judgments, we have a sense of justice, similar to our
sense of grammaticalness. In both areas we try to formulate principles which would
come to the same conclusions as those to which our natural sense leads us. Then we
check our considered judgments by that set of principles of justice which we find fits
our sense of justice. In so doing we may be led to revise our judgments and find the
source of their erroneousness. However, our principles are also checked against our
considered judgments. Thus, neither of the two is given priority, and there is rather a
dialectic between the two as they are used to check and revise each other.*®

This type of moral reasoning, as full as it is of probabilities, is simply not a
reliable method of knowledge, according to Hare. In his article, “The Argument from
Received Opinion,” written before he read Rawls, but which he nevertheless believes
speaks to Rawls’s method, we find his arguments for opposing such moril reasoning,
reasons which we believe are related to his reliance on the analytic-synthetic
distinction, '?

The question to which this article addresses itself is whether curreatly received
opinion cught to be authoritative. Should our theories be revised if they conflict with
ardinary opinions, or should such a conflict lead us to revise our opinions? History
shows that popular epinion is often wrong. However, there is 4 way in which current

15. A Theory of fustice, p. 51.

16. Thid.

17. Thid., pp. 47—48. There are more favorable conditions and less favorable ones, ones in
which we are more likely to make mistakes and ones in which we are less likely to do sa. Itis the
controllability of these conditions that Rawls seems to have in mind.

18. Ihid. Rawls believes he is following Aristotle in the Nicomachean Ethics, and also Sidg-
wick in The Methods of Etbics, from which he quotes the following interesting passage: the history
of moral philosophy is 2 series of attempts to state “in full breadth and clearness thase primary-
intuitions of Reason, by the sciencific application of which the comman moral thought of
mankind may be at once systematized and corrected” (n. 26, p. S1).

19. “The Argument from Received Opinion.”
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opinion may have probative force, according ro Hare. While people are often likely to
be wrong, they do not often continue in self-contradiction. Thus, if our analysis of
moral terms leads to conclusions which would make the statements or opinions of
ordinary people self-contradictory, then we must refuse to admit such rheories or
definitions. It is the meaning of moral terms such as ‘good’ that have probative force,
and not what things people call good. Moare’s distinction between what ‘good' means
and what things are good is what Hare is relying on heres We may question what
things people call good, but not the current use of maoral words. 29

Hare contends that Rawls is making this very mistake. He is relying on current
opinions about whar things are good or what procedural principles are just, racher
than on the meaning of moral terms, and that thus he is not standing on solid ground
in. his mora! philosophizing about justice. A more certain way to praceed, according
to Hare, is by an analysis of moral concepts. Using this method, whenever one can
continue to proceed without runaing into contradiction, one can be assured of being
on the right track. Only on this basis, he contends, can ane hope to communicate and
argue with someone who shares the same ruoral language, but who does not share our
intujtions or opinions. Only on the basis of the necessity of logic, and not on the basis
of the contingency of our moral inwitions, can we hope to have valid moral judg-
ments. [t is his insistence on logical necessity, a necessity obtained only in analysis,
that is, his reliance on the anmalytic-synthetic distinction, that is the basis of his
criticism of Rawls.

In summary, then, we believe that the critical issue distinguishing Hare's posi-
tion from both the descriptivist position and that of John Rawls is his insistence that
the only lacus of necessity and certainty is in analytic propositions. This is the basis of
his insistent claim that moral reasoning must proceed anly by analyzing the meaning
of our moral language. The only thing logically implied in our recommendations is
our disposition to choose or prescribe some course of action. Thus, while recognizing
some relation between description and evaluation, he contends that he is not a de-
seriptivist, but a prescriptivist. Likewise, it is this insistence on logically necessary
connections in our moral reasoning which distinguishes his method from that of John
Rawls. Rather than rely on opinions or judgments about what is just, he would have
us proceed by the analysis of our moral concepts, for anly here is there any certitude,
any necessity in our knowledge.

Perhaps this latter difference is merely symptomatic of the differences in the
philosophical craditions of Oxford Analysis and American Pragmatism. Nevertheless,
it does raise some questions about the methodology of the traditions themselves.
Withourt delving into the wider debate aver the use of the analytic-synthetic distinc-
tion in general, we would like in concluding simply to comment briefly on Hare's
seemingly uncritica) reliance on it.*!

Hare takes ordinary language as authoritative; it is the quarry out of which he

20. Thid., p. 120. We shall return to this key passage in our concluding remarks.

21, The debate is capsulized in W. V. Q. Quine, “Two Dogmas of Empiricism," From 2
Lagical Point of View (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1953), pp. 20-46, and in
the response to this article by H.P. Grice and P. F. Strawson in “In Defense of 2 Dogma,"
Philosophical Review 63, no. 2 (April 1956): 141-58.
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extracts all of his conclusions in moral philosophy. Moreover, “the current use of
moral words,” he says, is something which “I may not wish to question."** And yet
any philosophy worthy of that name must at some point cast a critical eye upon its
foundations. Such important issues as thase at the basis of morality surely cannot be
settled in an uncritical manner. The father of American pragmatism, C. 8. Peirce,
had a good description of this type of uncritical “fixation of belief.” He called it “the
method of tenacity.” While it does give a certain peace of mind, the security is illusory
and surely not warthy of a philosopher.

22, “Argument from Received Opinion,” p. 120,



