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DOES APPLIED ETHICS REST ON A MISTAKE? 

'Applied ethics', as that expression is now used, is a single rubric for a 

large range of different theoretical and practical activities. Such rubrics 
function partly as a protective device both within the academic community 
and outside it; a name of this kind suggests not just a discipline, but a par 
ticular type of discipline. In the case of 'applied ethics' the suggestive power 
of the name derives from a particular conception of the relationship of 
ethics to what goes on under the rubric of 'applied ethics'. Not everyone 
who conducts activities under that rubric owes allegiance to this conception 
and there are doubtless some who would repudiate it as strongly as I do. But 
it is that dominant conception from which most work in this area derives or 

aspires to derive its philosophical legitimacy. What is that conception? 
Ethics as such, on this dominant view, has as its subject-matter morali 

ty as such. Morality as such imposes requirements upon human individuals 

qua human individuals. It has the function of regulating the relationships of 

anyone whatsoever with anyone else. It thus moves at a level of abstraction 
and generality which detaches its concerns and its formulations from all 
social particularity. Being concerned with persons qua persons its formula 
tions make no reference to particular social roles or institutional forms. It is 
not however without explicit social content. Society is understood as an 
arena of rival and competing interests and what morality supplies are rules 
which from a neutral and impartial point of view set constraints upon how 
these interests may be pursued. The rules are neutral and impartial in that 

they are such that any rational person who had detached him or herself 
from the distorting causal influence of his or her interests would assent to 
them. It follows that in the formulation of such rules only concepts 
available to rational persons as such may be employed: either concepts 
whose application is involved in any evaluation whatsoever of discourse as 

rational?concepts such as those of consistency, truth, universality, necessi 

ty and the like?or concepts which specify either universal or near universal 
features of desired states of affairs ("being found pleasant" is one frequent 
candidate for this status) or universal or near universal objects of desire 

("liberty to get what one wants" might be claimed to be such a concept). 
Morality as such thus concerns what is true of everyone and anyone in 

their capacity as rational persons. The requirement of agreement by rational 

persons removes from the realm of morality one area that has been 
sometimes thought to be central to it. Our social order is not only an arena 
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DOES APPLIED ETHICS REST ON A MISTAKE? 499 

for competing interests; it is also one for competing views, religious and 

nonreligious, as to the best way for human beings to live. On the dominant 
view it is held that either because rational agreement on the nature of the 

good life for human beings cannot be reached or just because as a matter of 
fact it has not been reached or because it is a key part of the freedom of each 
individual to choose whatever he or she takes to be the best life for him or 

herself, the rules that constitute morality must be neutral between alter 
native and conflicting views of the good for human beings. Pluralism about 
the good is to coexist with rational agreement on the rules of morality. 

There are of course many versions of this dominant view of morality: 
Kantian, utilitarian, contractarian, Kantian-cum-utilitarian, Kantian-cum 
contractarian and so on. But the adherents of all such views agree in at 

tempting to specify universally binding principles or rules whose universali 

ty has the scope of humanity itself. Detachment from and disinterestedness 
towards all social particularity and positivity is thus a defining mark of 

morality. It follows that morality can be formulated and understood in 

dependently of any considerations which arise from highly specific forms of 
social structure. Ignorance of sociology and history will not be a defect in 
the student of morality as such. But what then of those areas of human life 
in which the regulation of conduct requires the framing of rules which 

specify how institutionalised relationships are to be conducted? Examples 
are the contemporary and shifting relationships of physician, nurse and pa 
tient, of lawyer, client and judge, of elected public officials to civil servants 
and to the public. The answer, according to the dominant standpoint, is 
that the rules of morality as such have to be applied to this kind of socially 
and institutionally specific subject-matter to yield socially and institutional 

ly specific rules. The academic discipline of ethics as such, which enquires 
into the nature of morality as such, has to be supplemented by the discipline 
of applied ethics. Applied ethics derives its conclusions from sets of 

premises in which conclusions drawn from ethics are conjoined to factual 

finding about some specific social and intellectual area. Its rational claims 

upon our attention depend first then upon the justifiability of the account 
of morality which it presupposes; secondly, upon the warranted character 
of its account of the structures of medical or legal or political or military or 

business institutional and social relationships; and thirdly, upon its ability 
to derive its conclusions rationally from its premises. It is upon the first and 
third of these that I shall focus attention. 

I 

The central requirement of the dominant conception of ethics is then 
that the rules of morality are such as any rational agent would agree to. But 
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500 ALASDAIR MACINTYRE 

it is an equally notable fact about the moral philosophers who share this 

conception of ethics that they are in fact unable to agree either upon the 

precise content of the rules of morality or upon the appropriate way in 
which such rules are to be rationally justified. Kantians or post-Kantians, 
utilitarians of different schools, contractarians and the various mixtures of 
these remain intractably at odds with one another. And in the extent of both 

ranges of disagreement they mirror the dominant trends of that liberal 
culture of which they are the articulate spokesmen. 

Of course in the culture at large the range of disagreements on both 
counts is even wider, for all the dissenters from the dominant point of view, 
theological and nontheological, also have to be counted in. If then, in spite 
of the dominant requirement of rational agreement, disagreement on what 
the rules of morality actually are is rampant and in the foreseeable future 
unresolvable and if applied ethics is in fact an application to cases falling 
within particular social spheres of what are taken to be the rules of morali 

ty, then we should expect to find that the disagreements over moral rules 

reproduce themselves within applied ethics. Doubtless to some extent and 
on some issues they do: for example, in many debates over abortion. But in 
an interestingly high proportion of examples either large disagreement on 
what the rules of morality are turns out to be compatible with large agree 
ment on issues within the domain of applied ethics or, where there is 

disagreement within that domain between contending parties, it does not 

reproduce the disagreements between them on the fundamental rules of 

morality. 
Since the former type of example is the more striking, let me discuss 

one particular report of such a combination of disagreements and 

agreements. Commenting on the work of the National Commission for the 
Protection of Human Subjects of Biomedicai and Behavioral Research, 
Stephen Toulmin, who was a staff member for that commission, has 
described how the commissioners found it relatively easy to reach agree 
ment, or in a minority of intractable cases at least local and isolable 

disagreement, on particular concrete issues raised by specific difficult types 
of case, but continued to have fundamental and radical disagreements on 
matters of moral principle, on what the rules of morality actually are, even 

although each of them individually aspired to justify his or her views on the 
concrete issues by appeal to his or her principles.1 

This type of situation is recurrent within applied ethics and there are 
three possible explanations for it. The first is that rival and conflicting 

moral principles do, when applied within applied ethics, surprisingly and 

unexpectedly yield the same answers. But were this to be true more than 

very occasionally, grave doubt would be cast on whether the principles or 
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DOES APPLIED ETHICS REST ON A MISTAKE? 501 

rules being invoked really were in conflict with each other. And since we do 
seem to have independently adequate grounds for holding that the prin 
ciples and rules in question are rival and conflicting, we do have grounds for 

rejecting this explanation. The discrepancy between the agreements on the 
issues that fall to applied ethics and the disagreements over the principles 
and rules which constitute morality is just as radical and disturbing as it ap 

pears to be. 
The second and third types of explanation agree on one central conten 

tion: that in such cases the various parties involved in the disagreements at 
one level and the agreements at another are not in fact applying the moral 

principles or rules about which they disagree. One possible explanation, 
which is, I take it, Toulmin's own in the case of the National Commission, 
is that a very different type of moral reasoning is at work?one in which the 

fundamental appeal is not to rules, but to cases. On this view, on occasions 
on which this explanation holds, the participants are behaving rationally in 

reaching their agreements within applied ethics, but may misrepresent to 

themselves the nature of their own moral reasoning. A third possible ex 

planation is of a different order. It is that in some such cases at 

least?although not necessarily of course in that of the National Commis 

sion?there is indeed a misrepresentation by the participants to themselves 

and to others of how agreement is being reached, but that a central feature 

of the misrepresentation is that what is in fact a nonrational social transac 

tion is being presented as though it were a process of rational argument. I 

shall want to suggest that in some at least, although certainly not in all of 

the cases falling under the rubric of 'applied ethics', this third type of ex 

planation needs to be seriously considered. 

II 

One reason for this last suggestion is that it seems clear that in applied 
ethics the rules or principles which on the dominant conception constitute 

morality cannot be being applied in the way that is commonly supposed. 
For the relationship between a rule and its applications cannot be what on 

the dominant view it is taken to be; that is, it cannot be the case that we can 

first and independently comprehend the rules of morality as such and then 

only secondly enquire as to their application in particular specialized social 

spheres. For, were this to be the case, the rules of morality as such would be 

effectively contentless. On the dominant view, for example, we are first and 

independently to frame a rule or rules about truth-telling and honesty in 

general and then only secondly need to enquire how it is, or they are to be 

applied in such relationships as those of physician to patient or lawyer in 
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502 ALASDAIR MACINTYRE 

respect of his or her client's affairs and so on. But no rule exists apart from 
its applications and if as we approach the question of whether a physician 
on a particular type of occasion ought to answer a question by a patient 
truthfully or not it must be in the light of previous applications of the rule. 
But these applications will have been to situations and relationships quite as 

socially specific as is the physician-patient relationship. It is characteristical 

ly and generally in such relations as those between parent and children, 
teacher and pupils, clergy and congregation that rules of truthfulness are 
first learnt. And in extending the rule so that it applies to new situations 
there are only three possibilities. The first is that, although the rule was first 
learned and formulated in certain socially specific type of situation, it was 
learned and formulated as applying to persons as such independent of what 

type of situation and relationship each may be involved in at any given time. 
But if so, there is no new, secondary task of applying the rule to the 

physician-patient relationship: what the rule says is already clear. 

Physician-patient relationships in this case are simply part of the subject 
matter of morality as such. There is nothing left over for applied ethics to 

study. A second possibility is that the rule is formulated with specific 
reference to what has been the range of its applications so far, that in its 
function as a rule of morality as such it does make reference to certain par 
ticular socially specific rules and relationships and that in extending it to the 

physician-patient relationship we are moving beyond the type of case hither 
to covered by that rule. But, if so, the task of now reformulating it so that it 
covers this new class of relationships will be no different in kind from the 
task already performed of formulating it with reference to those relation 

ships to govern and regulate which it was originally brought into being. In 
this latter type of case the conception of the rules which constitute morality 
as such differs from that appealed to in the framing of the former type of 

case, but, just as in the former type of case, the rule that covers the 

physician-patient relationship turns out to be a rule of morality as such, no 
different from any other such rule. And once again after we have 
understood how the rules of morality as such are formulated and function, 
no task remains over for something called 'applied ethics' to perform. 

Both these possibilities are exemplified of course in actual moral prac 
tice: the first by strict, practising Kantians and also for example by the kind 
of pietist Christian believers from whom Kant's parents learned the rule 
about truthfulness which they taught to Kant; the second in the extension of 
rules specifically prohibiting, and providing penalties for, the slaying of an 

identified member of another kinship group, and rules specifically pro 

hibiting the slaying of strangers, to rules prohibiting homicide in early 
English society. Is there or could there be a third possibility, a third type of 
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DOES APPLIED ETHICS REST ON A MISTAKE? 503 

case, which would provide tasks specific to applied ethics? Or do the two 

types of case which I have sketched in outline exhaust the possibilities, so 
that in essence the case against applied ethics is already complete? These 

questions could only be adequately answered by a fuller account of what is 
involved both in rule-following and in the extension of a preexisting rule to 
some new class of cases. 

Ill 

No rule exists apart from some range of applications. But the relation 

ship of a rule to the specification of its applications varies of course with the 

type of rule. At one end of the scale there are those rules which the condi 
tions of discourse as such enforce upon us, so that we cannot escape the 

logical consequences of violating them: such is the rule forbidding the asser 
tion of a statement conjoined to the denial of that same statement. The 

penalties of inconsistency in the statement and bafflement in the under 

standing of those who hear or read it are inescapable. In these cases there is 
no such thing as understanding the rule and not knowing how it is to be ap 
plied. This is also true at the other end of the scale where the type of rule is 
such that to understand it involves the identification of particulars and the 

specification of context. "Do not enter the greenhouses except by the side 
doors" as an item in the list of rules governing use of a particular botanical 

garden is a rule not to be grasped except in terms of particular identifica 
tions in a particular context. The rule and its applications are necessarily 
grasped together. 

There are of course crucial differences between these two extreme types 
of rule: an understanding of some particular rule of the former type can be 
exhibited quite independantly of a knowledge of any formulation of it, 
whereas understanding and following a rule of the latter type depends upon 
grasping that there is such a rule, something that does require knowledge of 
its formulation. Moreover, rules of the latter kind are examples of pure 

positivity. They have their status as rules purely in virtue of the fiat of some 

authority. Whereas rules of the former kind have no taint of positivity at 

all; each rational agent must utter them, as it were, to him or herself. 
Moral rules?in any useful sense of 'moral'?are and must be of some 

intermediate type. It is characteristic of moral reflection, as of some other 

centrally important kinds of thinking, that we move to and fro from the rule 
to some range of examples of its application and from these particular ap 

plications back to the rule; and this movement is an important clue to the 
nature of moral reflection. For this kind of rule cannot be adequately 
understood by any individual agent apart from some set of particular ex 
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504 ALASDAIR MACINTYRE 

emplary applications. But to grasp some particular rule is nonetheless also 
to go beyond any set of particular applications, for no one has grasped a 

given rule adequately until he or she has learned how to extrapolate 
justifiably from the cases in which he or she has understood that rule so far 
to an indeterminate range of possible future applications of that same rule. 
The justification for extrapolating in one way rather than another may be a 

complex matter. It must be partly retrospective, a matter of some tolerably 
high degree of consistency with past applications of the rule; but it will also 
be partly prospective, a matter of bringing out crucial or at least relevant 
resemblances and differences between cases that apart from this kind of ap 
plication of the rule would have to go unremarked or obscured. And since 
all rules occur in sets, it is also partly a matter of the implications for other 
members of the same set?new applications for an expression used in the 
formulation or reformulation of one rule have to have some kind of con 
sonance with uses of the same expression in other rules. What is crucial is to 
be able to distinguish between cases in which a rule is extended in its ap 
plications but remains one and the same rule from cases in which a rule by 
the nature of the extension of its applications has had to be to lesser or 

greater degree reformulated, so that what we have is a new rule, which 
however is in some strong sense the successor to its predecessor, and both of 
these in turn from cases in which a rule has simply been abandoned, perhaps 
being replaced by no rule at all, perhaps by a rule which embodies a quite 
different standpoint. What are the criteria in virtue of which we are able to 
make these distinctions? 

It may seem trivial to begin by asserting that the same rule is being ap 
plied only if it is applied to the same kind of instance of whatever it is, in 
virtue of those instances possessing the same characteristic or characteristics 
in virtue of which it was applied to earlier instances. But this is not the same 
as saying that it is the same rule which is being applied only if the 
characteristic or characteristics of instances in virtue of which it is being ap 

plied to them are being understood as identified in the same way that they 
were understood in those earlier instances. Continuity in the use of some 

particular rule does not require continuity in the understanding of that use. 
And sometimes when prospectively the extension of a rule to some ap 

parently new class of instances seems to create grave problems as to whether 
after application to this new class of instances the rule could possibly be the 

same, retrospectively it may become clear that what had to be changed was 
not the use of the rule, but the understanding of its use. 

Consider two very different examples. One is that of the proposal, 
whenever it was first made (perhaps by some Indian anticipator of Bhaskara 
in the twelfth century), to extend the rule of subtraction so that some opera 
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tion of subtraction, that of -1 perhaps, could be performed upon the 
number 0. The other is the proposal (made perhaps by some Alexandrian 
Jew to the local Aristotelians in the second century) to extend to cases of in 
fanticide and abortion a prohibition upon the taking of human life which 
had hitherto been understood not to exclude these. In each case the appeal 
made by whomsoever was proposing the extension of the rule would have 
been to that in virtue of which in fact the rule had previously been applied to 
the instances to which it had been applied and against that in virtue of which 
it had been understood to have been so applied. So in the first example the 

argument would have been that it was the properties of integers qua integers 
and not their properties as positive integers in virtue of which the rule had 
been applied; in the second example it would have been that it was the pro 

perty of being an innocent individual member of the human species which 

brought someone under the prohibition of killing and not, for example, the 

property of being a potentially useful human individual (by being, say, male 

rather than female; it was female infants who were most often abandoned 
to their deaths in the ancient classical world). Thus the justification of the 
extension of the rule derives from a particular kind of reexamination by the 
members of the community whose rule it is of their understanding of their 
own rule, one which characteristically involves both an enquiry into how the 

rule had been applied in the past and the nature of the reasons adduced for 

applying it and an enquiry into what members of the community would 
have said, had the rule been applied to certain types of case to which it had 
not in fact been applied. Such an enquiry can of course have a variety of 
outcomes. Because it involves counter factual considerations, its outcome 

may be indecisive; and even if decisive, what it discloses may be that agree 
ment on the understanding of the rule has not in fact been present, or at 
least has not been present to the degree requisite for an appeal to it. 

Nonetheless it is clear that the requirements for a justified extension of a 

particular rule to cover some particular new type of case can be applied with 
sufficient clarity for us to be able to discriminate cases which clearly are 

those of justified extension from cases which equally clearly fail to satisfy 
the requirements and both from cases in which no verdict can be justified. 

What then of the second type of case, that in which we are concerned 
not with a new application of some particular established rule, so that it is 

still one and the same rule that is being obeyed, but rather with what is a 

reformulation of the old rule? Here again there are clear and applicable re 

quirements. For some new rule applied to some new class of instances to be 

accepted as a reformulation of some other rule to which hitherto allegiance 
had been given, the justification of the new reformulated rule and of its ap 

plications must be auxiliary to and parasitic upon the justification of its 
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506 ALASDAIR MACINTYRE 

predecesor. So the movement from the several prohibitions of several 
distinct types of killing to a single comprehensive prohibition of homicide, a 

movement actually made in a number of earlier societies, could satisfy the 

requirements for a justified reformulation if not only could the set of more 

limited prohibitions embodied in the earlier rules be deduced from the new 

reformulation, but the reasons which provide the grounds for obedience to 

the rule in its new reformulation either give a more fundamental insight into 
the grounds adduced earlier for the several independent prohibitions or pro 
vide more adequate grounds for those prohibitions. To speak of a refor 
mulation in this respect is of course to understand the new rule as more and 
other than a mere conjunction of the earlier prohibitions. Moreover the 

reformulation need not forfeit its status as a reformulation if in addition to 

its greater comprehensiveness, it in some small measure has to correct the 
older prohibitions or injunctions in order to make them deducible from the 
new formulation. What matters is that those corrections should not be of 
what was at the core of the older formulation, but should concern only their 
more marginal aspects; and thus correction is only in place where it is possi 
ble to distinguish the central intention of a prohibition or injunction from 
the details of its embodiment in a particular rule. 

As with the cases where one and the same rule is being applied to some 
new class of instances, so also in the cases where a rule has been replaced by 
a rule that is clearly a reformulation of that rule, the criteria are adequate to 
enable us to distinguish those cases of rule innovation which clearly do fall 
under that description from those which equally clearly do not, and both 
from those cases where difficulties in applying the criteria hinder or prevent 
any decisive verdict. What is crucial in the cases where the new rule is a 

justified reformulation of some older rule or rules is that it was possible to 

appeal in the course of the reformulation to some shared background of 
evaluative beliefs. What kind of background must this be? 

When the issue of extending a rule to cover some new class of instances 

arises, whether the outcome is that one and the same rule continues to be 

used, but with a new understanding of its point and purport, or it is that the 
rule is reformulated or it is that no change whatsoever is made, it must 

always be because members of that particular community could agree in 

seeing some substantial good at stake in responding in one way rather than 
another. The following of rules and the understanding of rules, implicit and 

explicit, is always correlative to the apprehension of goods and evils and 
what the rules are is in any given community a partial, although only a par 
tial specification of goods and evils as understood in that community: a 

specification of, not a derivation from. So it is true that all rules are to be 
understood as instantiations of Bonum est faciendum, et prosequendum et 
malum vitandum.2 Notice that we are speaking here of goods generally: 

This content downloaded from 128.59.153.38 on Mon, 22 Jun 2015 19:22:18 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


DOES APPLIED ETHICS REST ON A MISTAKE? 507 

what is at stake in moral rules is good generally, not some special kind of 

good to be called 'moral good'. Notice also that if the making and remaking 
and extending and amending of rules is to be a rational activity the goods by 
appeal to which these activities are carried on must themselves be rationally 
ordered in some hierarchy. A shared theory of goods of some fairly exten 
sive kind is presupposed, and the notion that genuine rules could be neutral 
between rival theories of the hierarchy of the goods is ruled out. 

Rules and goods both generally find their place within some more com 

prehensive moral scheme, within which goods ordered hierarchically, vir 

tues, duties, obligations and liberties all find a place. It is with reference to 
their place in such a scheme that changes in the understanding of rules, 
reformulations of rules, formulations of new rules and the like are or are 
not rationally justifiable. It follows that at the core of all issues of rational 
moral justification is the question of whether the scheme as a whole is or is 
not rationally justified. When I speak of an overall moral scheme of this 

kind, I do not merely mean a theory, but rather a theory that is actually em 

bodied in the practices and relationships of a specific society, a theory 
which if and when it is articulated at the level of explicit theorising will have 
to be able to give an account of its own embodiment, if it is to sustain its 
claims. 

Such moral schemes themselves have histories and part of that history 
is the dialectical movement between the consideration and apprehension of 

higher order goods and principles. It is within this movement that the con 

sideration of individual cases find its place, either as exemplifying the ap 
plication of some existing rule, or as providing an occasion for the refor 
mulation of a rule or a set of rules, or sometimes as proving unamenable to 
treatment in terms of rules and calling for the exercise of judgment of a dif 
ferent order. For no rule or set of rules can cover every relevant contingen 
cy; and the discovery of a case not so covered need not provide and on occa 

sion cannot provide adequate reason for extending or reformulating these 

particular rules. Nonetheless even such cases are defined in terms of and ac 

quire their significance and their status from the rules in question. Thus the 

notion that there could be systematic disagreement about moral rules or 

principles, but agreement about particular cases without some irrationality 
on someone's part is at the very least highly implausible. But if this is so, the 

notion of a "case method in ethics," as championed by Toulmin, makes no 

sense.3 There is no method of handling cases except in the context of some 

large degree of agreement upon rules and, for the reasons already given, on 

a good deal more than rules. 
What makes a rule a specifically moral rule? This is a question to which 

an answer has been presupposed throughout my argument, but never 

spelled out. The answer is that a rule is a moral rule if and insofar as obe 
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dience to it is required in exercising the virtues of character, among which 
the virtue of justice is preeminent in its rule requirements. It may seem 

however that the account which I have given of how rules may be extended, 
reformulated to greater or lesser degree (and even abandoned or replaced) is 

incompatible with the kind of regard for rules which justice requires. Does 
not justice require us to regard some rules at least at holding for all human 

beings throughout time, so that my discussion of changes in the under 

standing and formulation of rules, let alone any more radical kind of moral 

change, will be ruled out in advance for those rules? This is after all not only 
the doctrine of some modern liberal thinkers, but also of Aquinas and 

Scotus, and Aristotle himself was surely committed to some such thesis by 
his belief in natural, as against conventional, justice. 

The relevance of this objection to my central thesis is clear. I first sug 

gested that when ethics and morality are rightly understood, the concept of 

applied ethics loses all application. This suggestion depended for its force 

upon what the relationship of a moral rule to its applications is. The inves 

tigation of this relationship has so far at least confirmed the original sug 

gestion. Moral rules exist only in and through their range of applications 
and the history of moral rules in key part is the history of the changes in 

their applications. The conception of morality articulated in this account of 
moral rules is one according to which moralities are social phenomena, each 
of which has its own peculiar history of growth and change, of learning and 

failing to learn, of victories and defeats. But the conception of morality 
which both generates and underpins the dominant contemporary concep 
tion of applied ethics is one according to which morality, not moralities, 
provides the subject-matter for ethics and according to which morality has 
at its core a set of timeless principles or rules. It is indeed just because these 

principles or rules are ahistorical and independent of social change, that the 

changing realm of the social and the historical raises problems about their 

application, problems specific to particular sets of social institutions in par 
ticular times and places. And such problems are precisely those that provide 

modern applied ethics with its domain. Hence it may seem to follow that the 
case for applied ethics and the case for timeless, ahistorical moral principles 
or rules stand or fall together. 

To this argument I concede at once the following: the argument which I 
have deployed against the very concept of applied ethics does indeed entail 
the rejection of any conception of moral principles or rules as timeless and 
ahistorical. What it does not rule out is the possibility of there being endur 

ing moral principles or rules. An enduring moral principle or rule is one 

which remains rationally undefeated through time, surviving a wide range 
of challenges and objections, perhaps undergoing limited reformulations or 

This content downloaded from 128.59.153.38 on Mon, 22 Jun 2015 19:22:18 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


DOES APPLIED ETHICS REST ON A MISTAKE? 509 

changes in how it is understood, but retaining its basic identity through the 

history of its applications. In so surviving and enduring it meets the highest 
rational standard that can be imposed, and there clearly comes a time in the 

history of a morality when the possibility of some particular principle or 

rule being either overthrown or radically emended, although still open in 

principle?quite new forms of challenge can never be finally ruled 

out?provides no ground at all for any limitation upon our practical 
allegiance to that principle or rule. And it is no more and no other than this 
kind of allegiance to this kind of rule that the exercise of the virtue of justice 
requires. 

The theory of knowledge presupposed by this account of the central 

principles or rules of justice is that set forth in germ by Plato in the Gorgias 
(509a) where Socrates is represented as saying that he does not know what is 
in fact the case with regard to the matters about which he is speaking, but 
that no one has so far been able to maintain an incompatible view without 

manifestly falling into error, and that in consequence he holds that matters 
are as he takes them to be. The Socrates thus represented by Plato was also 

represented by him as a moral rigorist. And if moral rigorism required prin 
ciples that could in the Socratic sense be "known," Socrates would have 
been deeply inconsistent; but, as he himself notices in the same passage, 
what he requires are principles supported by arguments as enduring as 
"iron or adamant," enduring, that is, in the face of counter-arguments, 
counter-examples, rival theories of knowledge and the like. This is the same 

requirement that the conception of morality which I am defending imposes 
upon its fundamental principles and rules. 

IV 

My central claim in this paper is that applied ethics cannot be the kind 
of activity that it is so often claimed to be, for there is not and could not be 

any such kind of activity. But what then does go on under that highly 
misleading rubric? I shall want to suggest that at least two quite different 

types of activity are being conducted; but a necessary prologue to making 
this sugesti?n is a scrutiny of what the morality of our contemporary liberal 

individualist, morally pluralist society is. For what applied ethics actually 
comprises turns out to stand in an illuminating relationship to the condition 
of contemporary morality. What then is the morality actually embodied in 
those transactions and relationships which are of central importance to the 
social order of our modernity? 

It cannot be the morality spoken of by contemporary liberal moral 

philosophers; for that morality is constituted by a set of principles or rules 
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to which any rational agent would assent and, as I pointed out earlier, no 

such set of rules has as yet been identified. It does not of course follow that 
this conception of morality is without social influence; and what it tends to 

provide are a set of standards by means of which each contending party in 
fundamental moral disputes is able to discredit the rational pretensions of 
its opponents. And this is one more source of the systematically in 
conclusive character of debate over fundamental issues in our contem 

porary moral culture. But the ongoing necessities of social life require that 
these fundamental rifts and conflicts be kept out of view so far as possible; 
hence the everyday practical life of our social institutions has to be insulated 
so far as possible from fundamental debate. The phenomenon, which 
Toulmin noted in the members of the National Commission, of an ability to 

combine disagreement on moral issues at theoretically fundamental levels 
with agreement at the level of immediate practicality is in fact and has to be 

pervasive in our social lives. One central way in which this is achieved is by 
conferring a high degree of indeterminacy upon our actual shared moral 

principles. 

By our actual shared moral principles I do not mean a set of principles 
formulated as persons of any one highly determinate point of view?let 

alone moral philosophers?would formulate what they regard as their own 

moral principles. I mean a set of principles which have been rendered in 

determinate in order to be adequately shared, adequately shared for the 

purposes of practical life, that is, with persons of quite different and incom 

patible standpoints. What those principles then amount to has to be ex 

pressed in sentences without any clear ending: 'One ought to tell the truth, 
but there are a range of occasions on which truth-telling is problematic and 

then. . . ."or "One ought to obey the law, but there are a range of situa 

tions in which lawabidingness is problematic and then. . . ." It is of the 

essence of such principles that although they may list a number of the types 
of situation in which the application of the principle is not straightforward, 
such a list will always end with an "etc." for the class of possible exceptions 
to the rule can never be made fully determinate. 

If these were genuine moral rules, they would indeed furnish a decisive 

counter-example to my thesis about such rules, namely that this kind of rule 
can never be specified apart from the range of its applictions. For these 

principles can indeed be fully specified in all their indeterminacy prior to 

their applications; and no finite number of applications will remove that in 

determinacy. A decision to apply the principle in one way rather than 

another in one particular situation does not characteristically and generally 
make it any less problematic how the principle is to be applied the next time 
a similar situation recurs. Why is this? It is first of all because 
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characteristically and generally what renders the relevant type of situation 

problmatic is the adducing of a number of rival and incompatible con 
siderations and hence in arriving at a decision how to act the idiom of "a 

balancing of considerations" is often and appositely used; only?there are 
no scales?and so the metaphor of balancing, if thought of as a rational 

process, is a misleading and disguising fiction. And secondly it is because 
there is no social process of accumulating precedents, of understanding 
rules as emerging from a history of successful and unsuccessful attempts at 
reformulation. Socially made decisions are treated in the vast majority of 
cases as occurring historically in vacuo. We do not bind our successors and 
we are not bound by our predecessors. Nor indeed could we if this account 
of our shared principles and rules is true, for the indeterminacy of our prin 
ciples or rules is such that they do not in any substantial sense at all bind us. 
This is why these are not genuinely moral principles or rules. 

It is crucial to reiterate that I am not here speaking of the principles or 

rules of those clear-headed adherents of highly determinate moral stand 

point who provide our society with its deviant moral subcultures: Catholics 
or Southern Baptists, pacifist members of the Society of Friends or radical 
feminists. What I am speaking of are those simulacra of moral principles 
that are what moral principles are transformed into in the great pluralist 

mishmash of the shared public life of liberal societies. And if I am to any 
large degree right about this, it is not difficult to understand why what is 
named 'applied ethics' should have been called into being. For there are of 
course centrally important areas in our social life where there has to be 
shared public agreement and agreement of a kind incompatible with the in 

determinacy and imprecision of what function as, or perhaps rather instead 

of, shared moral principles in our general public social life. 
What areas are these? Unsurprisingly they are just those areas in which 

applied ethics has flourished: medicine, law, the world of such professions 
as accountancy and engineering, the military. These are areas in which 

highly determinate types of action of great moral import have continually to 

be taken. It is impossible most of the time at least to fudge the question of 

what one is actually doing. These are also areas in which public confidence 
in professional activity is required and a necessary condition for such con 

fidence is a high degree of warranted expectation. Such warranted expecta 
tion can only be provided by relatively uniform behavior on the part of 

those engaged in such professional activities within any one particular pro 
fession. And such uniform behavior requires a high degree of uniformity of 

moral education and of ways of handling the problematic. Hence the ubi 

quity in those areas of codes, explicit and implicit; and hence also the unim 

portance of these codes being in agreement with one another.4 The scope re 
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quired of warranted expectation is by and large no greater than the single 
profession. 

Yet for each profession of this kind the task of showing that it is moral 

ly credible and morally accountable has to be an important one. Thus the 
need to affiliate its particular code or procedures to morality in general 
arises and with it the need for applied ethics. And at once the ideological 
function of the dominant conception of applied ethics becomes clear. If and 
insofar as the codes and procedures of particular professions, of physicians 
or lawyers or corporate executives, actually were the application in their 

specific sphere of the rules of morality as such, then those codes and pro 
cedures would have all the justification that morality can provide. It is small 
wonder that in a time of relative economic hardship applied ethics should 
have flourished financially as well as in other ways. But if the conclusion 
that I have reached in this paper is correct, applied ethics cannot in fact be 

achieving what, on the dominant view, it purports to achieve. What actually 
is going on? 

The answer is: at least two quite different kinds of activity. In some 
areas the ideological function of the dominant conception of applied ethics 
masks transactions in which professional power and authority are being 
asserted in a way that will protect professional autonomy from general 
moral scrutiny. But in other areas what the dominant conception of applied 
ethics partially conceals from view is a rediscovery of morality as such, and 
this is notably so in the case of a great deal of work in medical ethics and 

among the military in the last decade. Such work has been hampered, 
although often only marginally, by the need to think of it in terms of ap 
plied ethics. When physicians or nurses for instance discuss truth-telling, 
honesty, trust, and allied subjects it is almost always the case?I speak 
from experience of such discussions in a number of hospitals?that they are 

doing nothing other than reopening that general discussion of truth-telling 
in which Aristotle, Maimonides, Aquinas, Kant and Mill are among their 

predecessors. Their questions concern what the rules are and whether they 
need to be extended or reformulated, questions perhaps occasioned for 
them by peculiarly medical issues and questions peculiarly urgent for physi 
cians and nurses, but not at all peculiarly medical questions. 

The rubric of 'applied ethics' is thus in both areas a barrier to 

understanding what is actually going on. In some instances it protects power 
from scrutiny, in others it disguises the general moral importance of what is 

occurring. Applied ethics is not only based upon a mistake, but upon one 
that has proved to be harmfully influential. 

Alasdair Maclntyre 
Vanderbilt University 
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NOTES 

1. Stephen Toulmin "The Tyranny of Principles,' 
' 
The Hastings Center Report, 

vol. 11, no. 6, December 1981, pp. 31-32. 

2. Aquinas Summa Theologiae, I-IIae, 94, art. 2. 

3. Toulmin, cited in nl, above. 

4. It was in one recent period the case that the professional code of American 

psychologists prohibited lying to subjects in the course of their research enquiries, 
while that of American sociologists permitted such lying in certain circumstances and 
under certain conditions. 
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