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Are There Objective Val ues?

1 Introduction

Are there objective values? |Is it possible to make sense
of the idea that one can be nistaken about what is of val ue,
and that one can |learn about what is of value? Are there, in
some sense, value properties, value facts, in virtue of which
val ue statements can be true or false, irrespective of what
anyone bel i eves about the matter, anal ogously to the way in
whi ch straightforward factual statenents are true or fal se
dependi ng on what is, objectively, the case? O, in speaking
of what is of value are we nerely speaki ng about what peopl e
val ue, or we value? Are we, in other words, speaking in a
somewhat mi sl eadi ng way about personal preferences?

The question concerns not just noral value, but val ue of

any kind; the question arises whenever sonmething is - or is
deened to be - in sonme way desirable, worthwhile, good, or
of val ue.

Subj ecti vi sm has been the dom nant view in noral
phi | osophy during nuch of the 20th century,[1] and is still a
wi dely held view. 1In opposition to subjectivism | have |ong

defended value realism the doctrine that there are val ue
features of things, as objective and real as perceptua
features such as colours and textures.[2] Until very
recently, | thought | was a |one voice crying in the

wi |l derness. In fact, in recent years, a nunber of others have
defended versions of value realism using argunents which
overlap with, but which also differ from those that | have
enpl oyed: see, in particular, works by E. L. Bond, John
McDowel | and David Brink.[3] Discussion of value realismin

t he phil osophical literature has becone technical and
intricate,[4] but seens so far to have had little influence
out si de acadeni ¢ phil osophy, where subjectivist and relativist
views |largely prevail. This is due, in nmy view, to genera
acceptance of certain standard objections to value realism
which are widely regarded as lethal. But these objections are



at nost only | ethal against versions of value realismwhich
one should not defend in the first place; they are harm ess
when directed agai nst viable, but overl ooked, versions of
val ue realism

Subj ectivist and rel ativist views about val ue, being
wi dely held, have all sorts of harnful consequences for the
quality of our lives, in education, the arts, politics and
el sewhere. They nmay be held partly responsible for a recent
general dunbing down of our world. [In these circunstances,
what is at present nost urgently needed, | believe, is not
nmore intricate phil osophi cal discussion, but rather a clear
account of why standard objections to val ue-realismdo not
apply to a viable version of the doctrine.

This is what | set out to provide in this essay,

refornul ati ng and devel opi ng argunents | have used in ny
earlier contributions.

2 Moral, Metaphysical and Epistenol ogical Objections to
Cbj ectivism

bj ectivism or value realism - the doctrine that there
are objective values - may seem objectionable for a nunber
of reasons. It nay seem objectionable norally,

met aphysi cal |y, and epi st enol ogi cal ly.

To begin with, we may hold it to be immoral to proclainm
the exi stence of objective value, and then invoke it in an
attenpt to influence the conduct of others. The nother tugs
the restless child s hand and excl ains "Be good!" when what
she really nmeans is: "Do what | want you to do!" The act of
telling the child to be good is an act of nanipul ati on and
deceit. The sanme thing happens when the authorities tell the
public to "cooperate with the authorities": this does not nean
"work in partnership (i.e. cooperatively) with the
authorities"; it nmeans "Do what the authorities tell you to
do". Moral systens can be regarded as systens of control and
expl oitation, put about by those in power to induce others to
act in the interests of those who hold power. Interpreting
such noral systens as "objective" further obscures the
meni pul ati on and deceit that is involved; it nakes it that
much nore i nmor al

Simlarly, it nmay be argued, those who proclaimthe
exi stence of objective values do violence to liberalismin
that, instead of questions of value being left to individuals
to decide for thenselves, such questions are decided by the
authorities, the experts, those who are in a position to
"know' what is best for the rest of us. Objectivism it nmay
be argued, is authoritarian, even totalitarian in spirit, a
pl oy used to indoctrinate and enslave. Objectivismprovides a
ready justification for inperialists and religious fanatics,
for those who know with certainty what is right, and on that
basis strive to gain power over others by neans of force,
persuasi on or terror.

Yet again, it may be argued, at a nilder |evel,
objectivism in the field of the arts |eads straight to
elitism Those who are in a position to do so proclaimthat
those arts that they enjoy are objectively of greater
aest hetic value than those enjoyed by others, and on that
basi s ensure that what they enjoy receives nuch nore patronage



and state funding.

In addition to the noral objections to objectivism there
are al so netaphysical objections. Wat are these nysterious
value facts, in virtue of which value statenents are either
true or false? What are val ue properties, and how are they
related to physical properties? Do we, with GE More, think
of the Good as an unanal ysabl e property which cannot be
defined?[5] O do we, even nore radically, with Pirsig, think
of Quality as the basic stuff of existence, undefinable,
neither objective nor subjective, fromwhich everything el se
ener ges?[ 6]

Are we to suppose that value is some sort of nysterious
invisible fluid, valuable things being soaked in it, val uel ess
things being bereft of it? Mght chem sts one day disti

drops of this precious fluid in a flask? The whole idea is
surely preposterous. And even if this nysterious val ue
substance or property existed, it would remain a mystery how
we can conme to know that sone things possess it; and even if
we could know this, it would be utterly mysterious why we
shoul d especially value things that are rich in this

mysteri ous property of val ue.

If objective value exists, then it ought to be possible
to determ ne, objectively, whether sonmething is or is not of
value. It ought to be possible to decide disputes about what
is of value by an appeal to the objective value facts, nuch as
factual disputes can be decided in science. But notoriously,
di sputes about what is of value are endl ess and seenr
i nherently unresolvable. This, again, seems decisive grounds
for rejecting objectivism

3 bjections to Relativism

bjectivismis, it seens, untenable, and we are obliged
to hold the opposite view, which nay be called subjectivismor
relativism There is no such thing as the objectively good,
the objectively bad, there are only the diverse preferences of
individuals. D fferent people hold different things to be
good and bad, and that is all there is to it; one cannot say
that some are correct, and others incorrect in what they judge
to be of value. Wat | hold to be good others may hold to be
bad, and vice versa; but | cannot justifiably say that | amr
right and they are wong, any nore than they can justifiably
hol d the opposite.

But relativismseens to | ead to unacceptabl e consequences
as well. W should ordinarily want to say, surely, that we
can nake discoveries about what is of value. This is surely
strikingly apparent in the field of art. A piece of nusic, by
Mozart perhaps may, to begin with, strike us as being little
nmore than a pl easant sound; another piece, by Stravi nsky
possi bly, may strike us as being nmerely a horribl e noise.

Then, gradually, we discover hidden depths in the nusic; we

di scover neani ng and passion. And this cannot be reduced to a
change, merely, in our preferences; it involves making

di scoveries about the value of the nusic construed as a work
of art. Muich great art, whether nusic, painting, literature,
poetry or dramm, does not yield up all its richness, its val ue
at once; in order to discover what is of value in the work of
art we need to explore, to learn, to discover



An anal ogous point can be made in connection with people.
We do not see what is of value (or disvalue) in people all at
once, when we first nmeet them we nore or |ess gradually |earn
about the value of people. A person may strike us initially
to be rather cold and distant; then, gradually, we learn that
this reserve, or shyness, conceals such sterling qualities as
honesty, integrity, a capacity for deep and sincere, if not
al ways denonstrative, friendship. O Vice versa, we nay
initially be charnmed and delighted with the spontaneity and
fun of soneone we neet, only gradually to discover,
subsequently, that this person is really rather enpty headed
and bori ng.

Simlar points arise el sewhere, in connection with such
things as institutions, custons, |aws, societies, cultures,
hi storical periods or novenments, political parties,
governments. In all these fields, what is of value is not
al ways i medi ately apparent; we need to discover, to |earn.

But if relativismis true, |earning about what is of
val ue i s inpossible, neaningless: there can be no such thing.
There can only be a change in preferences. And if a later set
of preferences seens preferable to an earlier set (so that
there is, in a sense, learning) it will always be the case, of
course, that just the opposite holds for some other, equally
vi abl e preference about preferences. Wether we say someone
has | earned and nade progress, or has gone through precisely
t he opposite process of unlearning and degenerating, is nerely
a matter of preference, the first preference being as valid as
t he second.

Rel ativism all ows change in desires and preferences, but
cannot nake sense of the idea that we gradually discover or
| earn what is of value. And as a result, relativism if taken
seriously, is likely to exert a harnful influence on the val ue
of life. For if it is indeed the case that much of what is of
value in life is not i mediately accessi ble and apparent but
has to be discovered through learning, it is very inportant
that we take seriously the task of |earning about what is of
value as we live. |If we do not, the chances are that our
| earni ng about what is of value will suffer; the val ue of our
lives will suffer. Relativism however, cancels the very
possi bility of |earning about value; thus the nore seriously
and widely relativismis accepted, so the nore will |earning
about what is of value suffer; and this nmeans that the val ue
of life itself will suffer, as a result. Lack of |earning
about what is of value will have the consequences that public
values will tend to be crude and ill-informed, inherited
wi thout rmuch (if any) inprovenent, fromthe past. Public
deci si on- naki ng (whether nmade by those few in power, or by
peopl e quite generally by neans of voting or the free market)
wi |l neverthel ess be informed by, influenced by, these crude
public values (with inevitable adverse affects).

In cancelling the possibility of |earning about what is
of value, in short, relativismis both wong, and harnful if
taken seriously in practice.

In response to these charges, it nay be argued that
learning is possible given relativism for we can of course
al ways | earn about ordinary (value-neutral) matters of fact.
And such learning, in an entirely straightforward, rationa



and justifiable way, may well affect what our preferences are.
We prefer Hilda to Mary until we |learn new facts about Hilda
that she is a liar, or a nurderess. W prefer beef to pork
until we learn that beef gives us mad cow di sease

But | earning about what is of value is not only a matter
of learning value-neutral facts. Learning to discern the
value in a work of art may not involve nerely |earning new
val ue-neutral facts about it; it may involve discovering
hitherto overl ooked or m sunderstood aesthetic qualities of
the work. Many contenporaries of J.S. Bach regarded his mnusic
as dry, intellectual exercises in various nusical forns,
devoid of real nusical worth; those of us who regard Bach as
one of the greatest artists ever, do not know nore val ue-
neutral facts about his nusic than his contenporaries did: we
hear, we have di scovered, mnusical qualities in the nusic (its
prof ound conpassion, its joyful exuberance, its all-
enconpassi ng gentl eness, grace and thoughtful ness, its nassive
integrity, its haunting nelancholy, its passionate |onging) to
whi ch contenporaries were deaf. According to relativism of
course, all this is just acquiring a taste for Bach's nusic,
com ng to have pl easurable enptions stirred up in one through
listening to the nusic: it does not involve |earning anything
obj ective about the music. But it is just this relativist
gl oss on what constitutes conming to appreciate the val ue
i nherent in Bach's nmusic which seens to belittle, to rubbish,
the genuine learning that is invol ved.

And anal ogous points can, it seenms, be nade about
| earning about the value in people, ininstitutions, and in
ot her such things of value (whether good or bad).

In brief, relativismseens wong and harnful because it
rubbi shes the possibility of there being |earning about the
val ue-aspect of things: the purely factual |earning that
relativismpernits seens i nadequate.

Anot her objection that nay be made to relativismis that
it is nmorally objectionable. Confronted wth unspeakabl e
crines (Hitler's for exanple, or Stalin's), it seens
i nadequat e and beside the point to declare sinply: "I prefer
peopl e not to do such things", or "I personally hate such
actions". Actions (such as those of Hitler or Stalin in
killing mllions of people) are objectively unimaginably evil,
what ever anyone may think or feel about the matter.

Rel ativism in reducing norality to personal preference

anni hilates norality; or rather, nore accurately, it immorally
inplies that morality (as sonething nore than persona
preference) does not exist.

Finally, relativismnmy be objected to because of what
seemto be its nihilistic inplications. |If in reality there
exists nothing that is objectively of value, the whole idea of
| earni ng, of discovering what is of value being nonsense then
so it may seem life is a bleak affair indeed. Not
surprisingly, the meaning and value of life seemto drain away
(since, according to relativism such things do not exist).

4 The Dilemma and Its Sol ution

We have, in short, a fully fledged dil emma on our hands.
There are decisive objections to the view that objective
val ues do exist; but equally, there are decisive objections to



the opposite view, that objective values do not exist. |If

both views are equally objectionable, what are we to believe?
The solution to this dilemma is to recognize that a

nunber of different versions of objectivismcan be

di stingui shed; nobst succunmb to the above noral, netaphysica

or epistenol ogi cal objections, but one does not.

5 Reply to Moral Objections to Qbjectivisnm

In order to overcone the noral objections to objectivism
we need to recognize that there are at |east THREE, and not
just two, positions, nanely:

1. Dogmatic Qbjectivism There are objective val ues, we know
what they are, and anyone who di sagrees nmust be (a) taught
better, (b) converted, (c) conquered, or (d) assassinated

2. (Dogmatic) Relativism What is wong with Dogmatic
Cbjectivismis the objectivism There are no objective

val ues, there is only what people desire, prefer or val ue.

3. Conjectural Qbjectivism Wiat is wong with Dognatic
Cbjectivismis the dogmati sm Precisely because val ues exi st
objectively, our know edge of what is of value is conjectura
in character. |If two parties disagree about what is of val ue,
the chances are that each has sonething to learn fromthe

ot her.

Dognatic objectivismis the sort of view upheld (inits
mlder forns) by the Victorians when confronted by primtive
peopl e: Victorians not only believed in the existence of
obj ective val ues, but "knew', beyond all doubt, that the
correct values were those of Victorian England. Prinitive
people, with very different systens of values were, in the
eyes of Victorian travellers and anthropol ogists, sinply
wrong, ignorant and primtive. Today it is, typically,
various sorts of religious fundanmentalists who uphold versions
of dogmetic objectivism

Rel ativismarises as a result of a reaction against
dogrmatic objectivism It seens appalling that people should
be so convinced of the correctness of their views on what is
of value that they feel justified in converting or conquering
everyone el se so that they too cone to live by and believe in
these views - even to the extent of feeling justified in
elimnating those who refuse. People proselytize their
val ues, their religion and way of life, so aggressively
because they believe they have the m ght of objective value
behind them in the formof gods, God, the Tribe, The Race,
the chosen People or Cass, the Nation, History, Civilization
or whatever. These are regarded as objectively existing
enbodi nrents of value, and it is this, so incipient Relativists
beli eve, which leads to the drive to domi nate and convert, to
of fend basic principles of norality and liberalism It is the
val ue- obj ectivism of dogmatic objectivismwhich is the cause
of the problem Relativists argue, and as a result defend
val ue-subj ectivism The whol e idea of value existing
obj ectively, of value-judgenents being objectively true and
false, is a nonsense: there are sinply a multiplicity of
pref erences of people, some enbodied in diverse val ue-systens,
no one being better or nore correct than any other, in any
obj ective sense. Those who belong to so-called "western
civilisation" should regard so-called "prinitive" people as



merely different, not inferior.

But Relativism despite its good intentions, is hardly an
i nprovenent over Dognatic Objectivism Gven the latter view,
it is at |least possible to hold that the inperialist actions
of the Victorians were objectively wong. G ven Relativism
this becones inpossible; one can only say that these actions
are not to ones own personal taste. Relativismseens to
defend |iberalismand tol erance agai nst inperialist
aggression, but the defence destroys the very possibility of
declaring liberalismand tolerance to be norally good and
i mperialist aggression to be norally bad. The defects of
Rel ativism defeat its own good intentions. And there are the
ot her adverse consequences to take into account as well,
al ready pointed out: the annihilation of value, the
cancel l ation of the possibility of learning in the real m of
val ue.

It is inmportant to note that Rel ativismobjects to the
obj ectivismof dogmatic objectivism and not to the dogmati sm
There is indeed a sense in which the transition from dogmatic
objectivismto relativismintensifies the dogmatism A
Dogmatic Objectivist is convinced that he is right and those
who di sagree are wong; at the sane tine he holds that this is
a significant issue, one worth going to war and dying for, and
thus certainly not nmeaningless. In other words, it is
definitely neaningful that he m ght be wong about what is of
obj ective value; but he knows he is right. For the
Rel ativist, however, it is neaningless that one can be wong
about one's personal preferences: what higher authority than
ones self could there be? There are of course somewhat
trivial senses in which one can be wong: one nmay be w ong
about what ones actual preferences are; or ones actual
preferences may be the result, in part, of false purely
factual beliefs. Putting these points on one side, it is,
according to the Relativist, nmeaningless to say that one
person's preferences are right, another's wong. |In this
respect, yet again, Relativismis hardly an inprovenent over
Dogmati ¢ Obj ectivism

Rel ativismis right to object to Dogmatic Qbjectivism
but wong to object to the objectivismof the view It is the
dogmati sm of Objective Dognmatismthat is objectionable, not
the objectivism It is the dogmati sm the absolute conviction
in the correctness of ones own position, that nakes it
possi bl e for one to be convinced that non-believers should be
(a) taught better, (b) converted, (c) conquered, or (d)
assassinated. Not only does Relativismmnisallocate what is
wong with Dogrmatic Cbjectivisn it actually has the effect of
intensifying what is wong, as we have seen. Relativists my
hope that general acceptance of their view would pronote
tol erance, but the hope is m splaced. Relativismputs those
who seek to convert, conquer or assassinate on a par with
those seek to live cooperatively and tolerantly with their
fell ow human bei ngs. Furthernore, general acceptance of
Relativismis as likely as not to sabotage growth of
tol erance, since tolerance is, by and | arge, sonething that
needs to be | earned and, as we have seen, Relativismcancels
the very idea of learning in the real mof val ue

Dognatic objectivismand Rel ativism nmake the sane



bl under: both take it for granted that objectivismleads to
dogmatism |In fact precisely the opposite is the case

obj ectivismdemands that we recogni ze that we cannot know for
certain what is, and what is not, of value; at best our value

j udgenments must be conjectures. |If there really are val ue
features of things that really do exist whether we perceive
themor not, it becones all but inevitable that we will, nore

or less frequently, get things wong. Just because the
physical world really does exist, we often nake m stakes about
it; we do not have an infallible access to all that there is.
On the contrary, much of the fallible know edge that we do
possess about the physical universe has only been won as a
result of centuries of effort by science. Wat possible
justification could there be for supposing that the situation
is different as far as value features of things are concerned?
If such features really do exist, then surely here too we nust
acknow edge that we cannot hope to be infallible, that our
vi ews about what is of value are all too likely to nore or
| ess wong, and hence such views need to be held as
conjectures. bjectivism in other words, all but inplies
conjecturalism and demands that one rejects dogmati sm

As long as we believe that only the two views of Dogmatic
Cbj ectivismand Rel ativismare possible, we are forced to
choose between them even though both, as we have seen, have
hi ghl'y undesi rabl e consequences. The all inportant point to
appreciate is that a third view is avail able, Conjectura
bj ectivism which need have none of the noral and
intellectual defects of the other two views. Dognatic
bj ectivismand Rel ativism as we have seen, clash with or
underm ne liberalism By contrast, Conjectural Objectivism
far fromclashing with liberalism nay be held to be necessary
for liberalism For, granted Conjectural Objectivism we may
conjecture that it is people, and what is of value to people
that is ultimately of value in existence. |In other words, the
basic tenet of |iberalism which one mght state as "It is
i ndi vi dual persons that are of suprene value in existence",
needs to be fornmulated as a conjecture about what is
objectively of ultimte value, and for this requires
Conj ectural Objectivism if Relativismis presupposed, the
basic tenet of liberalismdisintegrates into nothing nore than
a personal preference.[7]

6 Reply to Metaphysical Objections to Objectivisn

In order to overcone the netaphysical objections to
objectivismit is essential to appreciate that there are at
| east two very different ways of drawi ng the distinction
bet ween obj ective and subjective, two neanings that can be
given to "objective" and "subjective". The first distinction
has to do with whether something really exists, or does not
exi st (but only appears to exist). The second has to do with
whet her sonmething is utterly inpersonal, unrelated to hunman
bei ngs, or whether it is in sone way personal, or related to
human beings.[8] The all inmportant point is that something
may be subjective in the second sense, but objective in first
sense. That is, sonething may be rel ated to human concerns,
ai ms or physiology and yet, at the same tine, may really
exists out there in the world. Value features are of this



type: related to human concerns and ains, but really existing
for all that.

Let us call the first neanings of "objective" and
"subj ective", connected with exi stence and non-exi stence,
"existential objectivity" and "existential subjectivity".
If some object or property is existentially objective, then it
really does exist; if it is existentially subjective, then it
does not really exist even though it may appear to do so, or
may be thought by sone to exist. Tables, trees and stars are
existentially objective; ghosts, denons and spells are
exi stentially subjective.

Let us call the second neani ngs of "objective" and
"subj ective", connected with being human-unrel ated and human-
related, "humanly objective" and "humanly subjective". An
object or property is humanly objective if it is wholly
i npersonal, unrelated to human ains, interests, experiences or
physiology; it is humanly subjective if it is related to human
aims, interests, experiences or physiology. Physical entities
and properties, such as stars and atonms, mass and el ectric
charge, may be taken to be humanly objective, in that these
objects and properties are entirely unrelated to human
interests, aims or physiology. By contrast, works of art,
constitutions, |egal systenms and | anguages are all humanly
subjective in that these objects are all quite essentially
related to human beings. Furthernore, properties such as
poi sonous, green, delicious and friendly are humanly
subj ective in that these properties are all hunman-rel ated.

The crucial point in all this is that, even though
sonmething is humanly subjective this does not nean that it is
existentially subjective. On the contrary, it may be
existentially objective. Bach's St. Matthew s Passi on,
Britain's constitution, |egal systemand | anguage all exi st
(are existentially objective) even though they are al so hunan-
related objects (i.e. humanly subjective). Arsenic really is
poi sonous, grass really is green, zabiogne really is
delicious, and Einstein really was friendly (i.e. all these
properties are existentially objective) even though these
properties are human-related (i.e. humanly subjective)

It isinto this category of existential objectivity and hunman
subjectivity that value features fall. Like colours, value
features really do exist out there in the world; but also |ike
colours, value features are human-rel ated

If we hold that there is just one distinction between the
objective and the subjective, we thereby make it inpossible to
decl are that col ours, and val ue-features of things, are
exi stentially objective but humanly subjective. Declaring
val ue-features to be objective comrits us to declaring themto
be human-unrel ated, |ike mass or electric charge, which is
absurd; but al so, declaring val ue-features to be subjective
commits us to declaring that they do not really exist, which
seens equally absurd. The above dilemma, in short, arises as
a result of failing to appreciate that there are two quite
different distinctions between objective and subjective: the
dilemma is readily solved once one appreciates this point,
which permts one to say that value-features are objective in
one sense (really existing) but subjective in another sense
(human-rel at ed) .



Put anot her way, once we recogni ze that there are two
di stinctions between objective and subjective to be nmade,
then, in declaring values to be objective there are two
possibilities. W may nmean that values are existentially
obj ective and humanly objective: let us call this view
i nper sonal conjectural objectivism O we nay nean that
val ues are existentially objective but humanly subjective: |et
us call this view human-rel ated conjectural objectivism The
above netaphysical objections to objectivismapply
devastatingly to inpersonal conjectural objectivism it is
i ndeed absurd to suppose that a value-fluid exists in the
uni verse, which chem sts mght one day distil in a flask. But
t hese netaphysical objections fail conpletely when directed
agai nst the nore nodest view of human-rel ated conjectura
objectivism The value-features of things are as faniliar,
unmysteri ous and non-netaphysi cal as col ours, sounds and
snells. In order to perceive value features we may need to
have enpotional responses, just as in order to see col our we
need appropriate visual responses: but in neither case does
this mean that the property is existentially subjective -
though it does nean it is humanly subjective.

Typical faniliar val ue-features of people are: friendly,
mean, jolly, stern, witty, courageous, warm-hearted, dull
frivolous, shifty, kind, spontaneous, strong-w |l ed, earnest,
gl oony, calcul ating, m schievous, cold, boring, gushing,
| oyal , anbitious, argunentative, generous. These are both
descriptive and val ue-laden, factual and inbued with val ue.
Peopl e, like works of art in a sonmewhat different way, are
essentially val ue-i nbued, norality-inbued things: we cannot
describe a personality, we cannot state facts about a
personality, without enploying value-inbued factual terns of
the kind just indicated, any nore than we can descri be a work
of art as work of art without enpl oying anal ogous aesthetic
terms, val ue-inmbued factual termns.

Those who wish to maintain the traditional distinction
between fact and value will argue that terms such as the above
can always be interpreted in two ways, first in a purely
factual, non-eval uative way, and second in an eval uative and
non-descriptive, non-factual way. W can describe wthout
eval uating, and in adding an evaluation we do not provide
addi tional factual information, we do sonething quite
different, nanely eval uate

In this essay | have not argued for the existence of
val ue-features; | have confined nyself to rebutting argunents
agai nst the view that value-features really do exist in the
world. This, innmy view, is the crucial task that needs to be
performed. No one, | believe, would take relativismor
subj ectivismseriously if they were not persuaded that val ue
objectivismis untenable. What needs to be done is not to
prove that value features of things really do exist (a
hopel ess task in any case), but rather to prove that argunents
agai nst objectivismare invalid. Continuing in this vein, let
us consi der what grounds there are for insisting that the
above val ue-1laden factual terns must be split into two
distinct parts, the factual and the eval uative.

Consider "friendly". On the face of it, this is doubly
eval uative, first because friendliness nay be deened to be a



desirable quality in a person, and second because friendliness
may be deened to be such that a genuinely friendly person, at
the very least, acts in a noral way towards other people. One
cannot be friendly and nean, friendly and cruel, at one and
the same tinme. What obliges us to split off a purely factual
non- eval uati ve nmeaning fromthe evaluative, noral nmeani ng?
Doubt| ess this can be done. W can, for exanple, render
"friendly" purely factual by specifying sone set of values and
interpreting "friendly" in ternms of this set, there being no
presunption that this set enbodies what is really of val ue.

But what grounds are there for holding that this nmust be done
apart fromthe m staken idea that val ue-features of things
cannot exist?

In nmy view, a particularly strong reason for hol ding that
val ue-features exist, for supporting hunman-rel ated conjectura
objectivism arises fromthe followi ng sort of consideration.
Think of a friend or relative that you have known personally,
neither a saint nor a fiend, who has lived her life, and has
died. A nunber of people have known this person, in different
contexts, and to differing degrees. The deceased person will
have reveal ed di fferent aspects of her personality to these
| overs, friends and acquai ntances. No one, it is all too
likely, know all that there is to be known about this person.
No one knows all the good qualities of this person. Even the
dead person, when alive, may not have been aware of her good
qualities; she may have underval ued hersel f, been too aware of
failings and insufficiently aware of countless acts that have
brought pl easure, delight or happiness to others. No one sees
all that is of value in this person. But we shoul d not
conclude that it therefore does not exist. To do so would
have the dreadful consequence that it is only those who are
wi dely believed to be of value that really are of value, and
t hose who have quietly contributed nuch to the quality of
peopl e's lives, unnoticed and unsung, are nothing, and have
done not hi ng.

In the real mof value, to believe that to be is to be
percei ved, which is what subjectivismand relativism anount
to, is to be a cynic and nihilist of dreadful proportions.
Late 20th century life suffers horribly fromthese doctrines.
Even fanatical fundanentalismmy be seen as a sort of
hysterical reaction to the cynicismand nihilisminplicit in
val ue subjectivismand relativism wi dely upheld because
phi | osophi cal blunders (indicated above) appear to | eave
liberalism and a sane scientific outlook, no alternative.

7 Reply to Epi stenol ogi cal Objection to Objectivism

The epi stenol ogi cal objection to objectivism considered
above, is that if value features of things really exist then
it ought to be possible for people to agree as to what they
are. Notoriously, people disagree, and there appears to be no
procedure for achieving agreenment, as in science or
mat hemati cs. Hence objective val ues do not exist.

The lack of universal values is often taken as a strong
argunent for relativism and objectivists often assune that,
in order to establish their position they nust denonstrate,
somehow, that there is sonme set of values that arise
universally in all cultures. But all this is a m stake.



The physical universe exists independently of us; here,
ungquestionably, there are objective facts.[9] But when it
comes to cosnol ogical theories concerning the nature of the
uni verse, we do not find that there is some universal theory,
accepted by people in all cultures at all tinmes. On the
contrary, we find an incredible diversity of views. But this
does not nean that there is no such thing as the true nature
of the universe; it just neans that this truth is
i naccessible, difficult to get hold of (and hence the need for
sci ence).

The sane point arises in connection with val ue-features
of things. Long-standing, w despread di sagreenent about what
is of value does not nean that there is no such thing as that
which is of value objectively; it just means that it is nore
or less inaccessible, nore or less difficult to determi ne or
establ i sh.

To this it nay be objected that there is still a big
di fference between the two cases. As far as the physica
uni verse is concerned, different societies and cul tures may
have produced radically different cosnol ogical theories; and
even different physicists may defend different theories:
nevertheless in this domain we possess the neans for resolving
debat es between conflicting views. |In gradually inproving
know edge, science sooner or |ater decides between diverse
conflicting hypotheses.

But in the real mof value, nothing of the kind is
di scernable. Notoriously, different people, different
soci eties and cultures di sagree radically about questions of
val ue, and no anpunt of argunment or experience seens capabl e
of resolving these conflicting views. There is no science of
val ue; the very idea seens sonehow absurd. Do not these
consi derations support the view that in the real mof val ue we
are concerned nmerely with various purely subjective tastes or
desires, there being no such thing as an objectively existing
val ue feature?

A nunber of points can be made in reply to this
objection. First, it may be that, even though val ue features
exi st, neverthel ess questions of value are inherently nore
difficult to settle than scientific questions of fact.

Second, it may be nuch nore difficult and problematic to set
up a team of experts to decide val ue-questions than it is to
set up a teamof experts - the scientific comunity - to
deci de questions of scientific fact. Third, apart from
fundamental i sts of various persuasions, our nodern world is
awash with subjectivismand relativism doctrines that deny
the very possibility of |earning about what is of value. In
such a cultural climte, it is hardly surprising that people
fail to learn about what is of value, and do not know how to

resol ve conflicting view about what is of value rationally.
Finally, the idea that we m ght one day devel op, what we do
not have at present, sonmething like a "science" of value is
not nearly as absurd as it may at first seemto be. |Indeed
el sewhere[ 10] | have argued for the urgent need to devel op
just such a "science" of value

At present academic inquiry seeks to help pronote human
wel fare by, in the first instance, acquiring factua



knowl edge. First, knowl edge is to be acquired; then,
secondly, it can be applied to help solve social problens.

In From Knowl edge to Wsdom | denonstrate that this
of ficial conception of the ainms and nethods of inquiry is
damagingly irrational. | argue that we need to put into
practice a new conception of inquiry that gives intellectua
priority to tackling problens of |iving over problens of
knowl edge. This new conception of inquiry would take, as its
basic intellectual aim to acquire and pronote w sdom -
wi sdom bei ng defined as the capacity to realize what is of
value in life for oneself and others (thus including
know edge, understandi ng and technol ogi cal know-how). This
new kind of inquiry would be rationally designed to help us
| earn about what is of value in life; it would be rationally
designed to help us achieve what is of value in life; and at
the same time it would do better justice to the intellectua
val ues inherent in natural science. W urgently need a
revolution in the overall ains and nmethods of inquiry, from
knowl edge to wi sdom so that we nmay |learn gradually how to
create a better world.

If this revolution had occurred we woul d, no doubt, be
rather better at resolving conflicts rationally about what is
of value than we are at present.

8 Concl usi on

Phi | osophers are on occasi ons accused of ignoring urgent
i ssues and problens of real |ife, becom ng absorbed instead
with the study of abstract, trivial, esoteric puzzles, of no
significance to anyone but thenselves. The question of
whet her val ues are objective or subjective is not of this
kind. There can be no doubt that relativismand subjectivism
about values are widely held, influential views in the world
today. As | have indicated above, these views, once accepted
have damagi ng consequences for the quality of our lives.

Rel ativism and subjectivisminply that it is nmeaningless to
seek to |l earn about what is of value; hence, if one holds such
a view one is hardly encouraged to try to learn. Relativism
and subjectivisminply that there can be so such thing as the
rati onal resolution of conflicts about what is of val ue:
hence, if these views are widely held there will be little
encouragenent to attenpt rational resolution of such
conflicts. Any hope of public decision-nmaking being based on
j udgenents of val ue di sappears, and one is obliged, it seens,
to rely on mechani sns that appeal to popularity, noney and
power. Finally, relativismand subjectivisminply that
nothing is of value objectively; such a belief can only serve
to induce despair, cynicism the desperate search for

di straction, of one kind or another. Relativismand

subj ecti vi sm have adverse consequences for al nost every aspect
of life - politics, the arts, education, the nedia,
architecture and pl anni ng, comerce and industry, the office,
the street, the countryside and the hone.

Peopl e take rel ativismor subjectivismfor granted
because they take it for granted that the alternative,
dogmatic objectivism is very nuch worse. W live in an age
when we have to chose between relativismand fundanentalism
But the choice is a false one. As | have shown in this essay,



there is a third option: human-rel ated conjectura
objectivism This asserts that there are indeed objectively
existing value features of things in the world; it enphasizes
that our know edge of such features is conjectural, and thus
enphasi zes the urgent need for learning. This largely
overlooked third viewis free of the noral, netaphysical and
epi st enol ogi cal defects that plague the other two views,
dognmatic objectivismand relativism Everyone would benefit
froma nore general understanding of the availability of this
third view[11]
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