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Ø  Now, onto our unit on Meta-Ethics: ���
the investigation of the nature of morality. 

Today’s lecture focuses on epistemological questions ���
about ethics, (epistemology = the study of knowledge) ���
concerning what it means to know what’s right & what’s wrong. 
 

–  A basic problem we will address is the difficulty (perhaps impossibility) ���
of examining ethical questions from a neutral standpoint rather than ���
through the lens of our existing presuppositions and accumulated learning. 

•  This discussion will raise additional questions pertaining to 
moral metaphysics (= the investigation of what kind ���
of things moral facts, principles, & values are), e.g.: 

•  Do our feelings about moral issues ���
align with objective moral facts?  

•  Do objective moral facts even exist? 

•  …as well as moral psychology (= the study of mental 
processes involved in moral decision-making), namely: 

 

•  Do we have an innate sense of right & wrong,              ���
or do we have to learn concepts of right & wrong? 
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Gilbert Harman’s (1938 – present) “Ethics and Observation” ���
(from The Nature of Morality) investigates morality ���
by comparing & contrasting it to science. 

•  Harman invites us to compare moral principles               ���
  (e.g., “It is wrong to harm innocent animals”) to hypotheses. 

 

–  In science, a hypothesis represents                                      ���
an educated guess about what the world is like. 
•  One tests a scientific hypothesis through observation & 

experimentation, and thereby confirms or disconfirms it. 
 

 

Harman inquires:  
Ø can we determine whether or not                     

moral principles are correct or incorrect           
using observation & experimentation? 

•  He suggests that we cannot,���
which implies that moral principles                  
are significantly different in kind                        
from scientific & mathematical facts. 
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Take a scientific principle,                                                                        
like “DNA carries a cell’s genetic code”. 
 

Ø  This can be tested by posing it as a hypothesis,                                    
constructing experiments, collecting data, and analyzing results. 

 

Now consider a moral principle,                                                              
like “if you are given a choice between                                                                  
five people alive & one dead or five people dead & one alive,  
you should always choose to have five people alive & one dead                          
rather than the other way round.” 
 

Ø  How do we test whether or not this is correct? 

–  Constructing an experiment seems risky:  
»  we don’t want to make people do things that we end up ���

concluding  are morally unacceptable, just for the sake of ���
confirming that such actions really are unacceptable. 

 

Ø When a real ethical experiment is either unfeasible or 
undesirable, philosophers come up with thought experiments, 
»  where a fictional scenario is used as a tool                              

to help us draw conclusions about difficult issues. 
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Harman says, “It would seem ���
that in this case you, the doctor, 
would be right to save the five 
and let the other person die.” 
 

“…but in this case,                
surely you must not sacrifice    
this innocent bystander,           
even to save the other patients.” 
 

(The principle that it’s better to 
have five people alive and one 
dead is both confirmed & 
disconfirmed by particular cases.) 
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But for just about any ���
moral principle you’d like ���
to test,  
 

•  there are thought experiments ���
that confirm the principle ���
as well as others that ���
disconfirm the principle. 

Ø  So: thought experiments are inconclusive. 
 
 



In using thought experiments to evaluate a moral principle, ���
“we compared an explicit principle with our feelings ���
about certain imagined examples.” (Harman 31)  

–                                

•  A major problem is that it’s not clear what our feelings                                              
about these hypothetical cases represent: 

Ø  Is your feeling that X is wrong evidence for the conclusion ���
that X is OBJECTIVELY wrong? 

 

Ø  Or, is your feeling that X is wrong is just evidence that X is ���
SUBJECTIVELY wrong from your perspective, according to the moral theory���
(the set of beliefs about right & wrong) that you personally hold? 
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Ø  In the context of this 
philosophical discussion, 
objective doesn’t mean ���
fair or impartial ���
– it means���
existing independent of���
anyone’s perspective, 
perception, opinions, ���
&/or beliefs.	  
(video: bit.ly/2lmMoik) 



Ø  Is your feeling that X is wrong evidence for the conclusion ���
that X is OBJECTIVELY wrong? 

•  This possibility is hard to defend, because it’s clear that different people 
often have different feelings about whether X is right or wrong. 

For example, let “X” be eating meat: 
 

–  If my feeling that X is right is evidence for the objective rightness of X, ���
& your feeling that X is wrong is evidence for X’s objective wrongness, 
»  then we’d have evidence that “X is right” and “X is wrong” ���

are both objective moral facts, 
»  but “X is right” and “X is wrong” cannot both be objective facts, ���

since they contradict each other by saying opposite things are true. 

•  (If there are any such things as objective moral facts, ���
they must be consistent with each other, not in conflict;���
this follows from the law of non-contradiction, ���
which says that nothing can be P & not-P at the same time.) 

»  So, feelings about whether X is right or wrong ���
can’t be evidence for any objective moral facts about X. 

Ø  If there is any objective truth about whether X is right or wrong, ���
we cannot determine this truth by reflecting upon our feelings about X. 7	  



Ø  Is your feeling that X is wrong evidence for the conclusion ���
that X is OBJECTIVELY wrong? 

•  Perhaps you might want to defend the idea ���
that feelings can be evidence for objective moral facts, ���
by arguing that 
–  some people’s feelings reflect knowledge ���

of objective moral facts,���
while other people’s feelings are based on ���
false beliefs about morality. 

»  In other word, either “X is right” or “X is wrong”���
 is an objective moral fact,  

»  and the people whose feelings about X correspond with ���
the fact are correct about morality, ���
while those with opposite feelings are incorrect. 

–  But if only some feelings align with moral facts, feelings in general ���
are not a reliable indicator of any objective truth about morality. 

»  So, it still holds that feelings about whether X is right or wrong 
can’t be evidence for any objective moral facts about X, ���
since evidence should reliably indicate the truth. 
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Since our feelings about moral issues can’t help us determine ���
objective truths about morality, we ought to ask:  

Ø  Are there any objective moral facts? 
 

–  moral realism = belief in the existence of objective moral facts 

»  Variants on moral realism include: 
•  theistic: Objective moral facts exist because God (or some ���

other higher power) created & imposed them on the world. 
•  naturalistic: Objective moral facts exist because the forces ���

of nature impose standards of right & wrong upon us. 

»  ..though a lot of people take for granted that there are objective 
moral facts without having a settled view on where they come from. 

 

–  moral anti-realism = the belief that there are no objective moral facts 

•  Note that moral anti-realists don’t necessarily deny the existence ���
of moral facts altogether; they only deny that there are objective moral facts                                ���
– which leaves open the possibility of subjective moral facts. 

–  Moral relativism (which we will consider next class) is a view ���
according to which communities generate subjective moral facts. 
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It seems likely that: 
Ø  your feeling that X is wrong is just evidence that X is ���

SUBJECTIVELY wrong from your perspective, according to the moral theory���
(the set of beliefs about right & wrong) that you personally hold. 

 

–  So, examining your feelings can provide you with insight ���
into your moral theory, the lens through which you view moral issues. 

•  …but doing so doesn’t help you learn anything about morality per se ���
(e.g., whether X really is right or wrong): it only teaches you ���
something about yourself (namely, what you think is right/wrong). 

–  So it seems like we’ve discovered a problem:  
»  we can only gain understanding of what we believe is right/wrong, ���

rather than gaining any insight into what is actually right/wrong. 

•  The impossibility of knowing whether your beliefs ���
about X’s rightness/wrongness align with the reality of X���
is part of a larger epistemological problem, concerning not just morality, ���
but rather everything we think we know. 

 

Ø  For millennia, philosophers have been occupied with the worry that ���
we may have no way of knowing how things really are, since we can’t tell ���
from within our perspective whether that perspective is accurate or distorted. 10	  



We can get a grasp of this issue using the “Allegory of the Cave” ���
from ancient Greek philosopher Plato’s The Republic (428-348 BCE). 

»   videos: bit.ly/1tk5AtZ, bit.ly/1rs4wSw 

•  Imagine a band of prisoners chained inside a cave, ���
who see nothing except shadows projected on the cave wall 
by prison guards holding puppets in front of a fire. 
-  Since the shadows are all they’ve ever seen, ���

and they don’t know they’re being deceived,        ���
the prisoners mistake the shadows for reality. 

•  The worry is that we might be just like these prisoners, 
viewing and making judgments about the world (including 
what’s right/wrong) from a limited & distorted perspective. 

•  (If you think this is far-fetched, think about people ���
who developed a skewed vision of the condition ���
of the U.S. & the presidential candidates because ���
they were fed a constant diet of biased & fake news.) 

 

•  (By the way, Plato argues that doing philosophy is like 
escaping the cave, learning about the real world, and then ���
sharing one’s insight with those who are still imprisoned.) 
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Because we cannot escape the influence of our perspective, 
•  Harman argues that – just like thought experiments ���

can’t help us determine what is really right/wrong – ���
we can’t learn what’s right/wrong ���
just by observing the world around us. 

 

•  He asks: “You can observe someone do something,                     ���
but can you ever perceive the rightness or wrongness     ���
of what he does?” 

–  The idea here is that rightness & wrongness are      ���
not in the data we gather through observation, 
•  but rather judgment calls we make ���

about what we see, depending upon ���
how our moral theory shapes our interpretation ���
of what we see. 

 
 

•  (Compare this to the common idea that ���
“beauty is in the eye of the beholder”:  
•  i.e., beauty is not something that objectively exists ���

in objects, but rather is a feature each of us ���
ascribe to things we value.) 
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Harman explains that ���
“there are no pure observations”, unimpacted by ���
our existing set of beliefs about how the world works. 

•  Instead, “observations are ���
always ‘theory laden.’ 
–  What you perceive depends ���

to some extent on the theory you hold, ���
consciously or unconsciously.” 

 
 

–  Harman is endorsing a view about perception   
widely-held among philosophers, psychologists, 
and neuroscientists: 

–  it doesn’t just involve passively                  
taking in sensory information without 
modification from the outside world,  

–  rather, it always involves interpretation ���
of that information, in light of our     
previously-acquired knowledge & beliefs; 
»  hence, people viewing the same 

object (like the viral dress meme) ���
can perceive it differently. 13	  



He elaborates: 
•  “If you round a corner and see a group of                                                        

young hoodlums pour gasoline on a cat & ignite it,  
–  you do not need to conclude that what they are doing is wrong; ���

you do not need to figure anything out; you can see that it is wrong.  

Ø But is your reaction due to the                                                            
actual [objective] wrongness of what you see,  

Ø or is it simply a reflection of your moral ‘sense,’ a ‘sense’ that                 
you have acquired perhaps as a result of your moral upbringing?” 

Two things to note here (we’ll return to these questions in future lectures): 
 

•  Moral judgments are often quick, & don’t seem to involve much deliberation. 
–  How we can arrive at something as complex (and important) ���

as a moral judgment so rapidly? 

•  Harman has raised another question: Are moral judgments innate or learned? 

–  Moral nativists believe that we have inborn, instinctual mechanisms               
for judging right & wrong actions. 

–  Moral empiricists believe that we learn how to judge right & wrong actions 
during our lifetimes, either by imitating others or through explicit training. 
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If all of our observations take place through the lens of our moral theory, ���
perhaps we should worry that we could get stuck viewing the world in a way ���
that reinforces a flawed moral theory. 
 

•  People are prone to confirmation bias: ���
seeking out & interpreting evidence ���
in ways that confirm their existing views, ���
while resisting challenges to their beliefs. 

 
 

Nevertheless, Harman is optimistic that ���
our moral theories can change over time, ���
since “observation can be used to confirm ���
or disconfirm moral theories”. 
 

–  For example, someone who vehemently believes that it is right to bar refugees 
from entering this country might actually come into contact with refugees ���
and see them they are harmless people in need of support, not hatred. 

•  They might write off this observation as a fluke and stand by their ���
existing belief, but they might change their stance on refugees, instead. 

»  Do you believe that people can change their moral theories? 
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Sometimes a change in our moral theory ���
can alter the apparent rightness/wrongness ���
of the actions we witness ���
& consider for ourselves. 
 

•  E.g., Lisa Simpson began to see eating meat ���
as wrong, after many years of viewing it ���
as perfectly acceptable. 

–  video: bit.ly/1XgPSiE             ���
(2:45–3:17, 4:20–7:41) 
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Recommended viewing:���
Black Mirror Season 3 ���
Ep. 5 (“Men Against Fire”), ���
on Netflix, 
•  about a soldier whose ���

moral view is challenged ���
by the discovery that ���
his worldview is ���
being manipulated ���
for the military’s benefit. 



Recap of lessons from today’s lecture:  

•  Whereas scientific hypotheses can be ���
confirmed/disconfirmed by conducting experiments, ���
thought experiments can’t confirm ���
or disconfirm moral principles,  
–  since our feelings about fictional test cases ���

reflect the moral theories we hold ���
rather than objective moral facts. 

•  This raised the debate between moral realists ���
& moral anti-realists over whether or not ���
there are any objective moral facts. 

•  And whereas scientific hypotheses can be confirmed /disconfirmed by careful 
observations of the world, our observations are influenced by our moral theories,  
–  so the influence of our perspective may get in the way ���

of ever knowing the reality about what’s right/wrong���
(if there is such a thing!) 

•  Though we cannot rid ourselves entirely of moral theories, we can hold out hope 
that we can change our views in response to contradictory evidence. 

•  We want our moral theories to open to revision, ���
not dogmatic (adhering unwaveringly to existing belief). 17	  


