Lecture on Bertrand Russell’s Ethics
By Chungsoo J. Lee, Nov., 2007

 (All references are from Morality and the Good Life, 4th Edition, Solomon and Martin, eds., Boston: McGraw Hill, 2004).

            Russell is a logician (very famous for his work with Alfred North Whitehead, Principia Mathematica, 3 vols, 1927). He seeks to clarify concepts in terms of the simplest possible terms. In the beginning of our reading, into the second and third pages, he will make a series of distinctions involving ethical terms so rigorously (like a typical logician) that, when he is done a few pages later, will make your head spin. I will talk about these distinctions later on. But the last section of our reading in the chapter (where he talks about freedom and happiness) is nothing but dry and makes an interesting reading. So, I suggest that you read the last section, "Freedom and Happiness," first.

 
In any event, what Russell tries to do in his evolving ethical thought is that he wants to get rid of unnecessary ethical concepts and reduce them to the simplest terms. Following David Hume's lead, who stated that only moral sentiments can move us to act and that in the last analysis morality boils down to human sentiments; Russell too wants to argue that morality is based on emotions and feelings. To say an action X is right or wrong, is to say that we approve or disapprove X. To say that something is good or bad, is to say that we feel it to be enjoyable or displeasing:

…[the] basis [of ethics] is … one of emotion and feeling, the emotion of approval and the feeling of enjoyment or satisfaction… And the appeal upon which we depend for the acceptance of our ethical theory is not the appeal of the facts of perception, but to the emotions and feelings which have given rise to the concepts of ‘right' and ‘wrong,' ‘good' and ‘bad' (444).

1. How does Russell reduce ethics in terms of emotions and feelings? 

2. What are consequences of doing so?

Russell's Reduction of Ethics to Subjectivism1  

 
Russell maintains that we have a certain "emotion of approval" toward the actions we consider "right" and a certain emotion of disapproval toward what we consider "wrong":

We shall have to say that the moral senses consists in a certain specific emotion of approval towards an act, and that an act is to be called right when the agent, at the moment of action, feels this emotion of approval towards the action which he decides to perform (432).

But in many instances, he notes, we could be mistaken in our emotions. We might approve of an action such as: giving money to the beggar on the street; and consider it to be right thing to do base on our emotional approval (or good feeling in doing so). However, if such act, when done by everyone, encourages begging, then it would be wrong.  In this case, then, our "emotion of approval" toward the act was mistaken. Another example is our emotional approval or disapproval regarding abortion. Both sides in the debate have ample and strong emotional approval or disapproval on this issue. But both sides cannot be right.  Thus, one side must be mistaken in its approval or disapproval, whichever side it might be.  Since our emotions can be mistaken, Russell says, we need "judgment of approval" (in addition to emotional approval or disapproval) to achieve some degree of objectivity and validity.

 
Emotions refer to approval and disapproval, whereas judgment refers to rightness or wrongness of an act: "when we approve an act we judge that it is right…This new sense is objective, in the sense that it does not depend upon the opinions and feelings of the agent" (433).  Emotional approval is subjective (e. g., "I approve or disapprove X"), whereas judgment is objective (e. g., "X is right or wrong"). 

However, judgments, too, which are supposed to be objective, can be mistaken.  This is so because when one judges something to be objectively right, it may be that he believes it to be so and "not necessarily [that it] is objectively right [in itself]" (433). So, in order to know what is really or objective right, rather than merely believed to be right, we need a further criterion for making valid objective judgments. 

The only criterion that can determine the objective rightness or wrongness of an action, says Russell, is the consideration of consequences: "It is in defining objective rightness that the consequences of an action become relevant" (433).  A politician or an educator, for example, must consider the consequences of a policy or education system he or she is considering to make the right decision. They cannot decide, says Russell, "by following some simple rule, such as ‘thou shalt not steal,' or ‘thou shalt not bear false witness'" (433). These moral principles cannot by themselves help you decide without considering the consequences of an action you are deliberating. So Russell, too, is a utilitarian. 

Russell makes a further claim based on utilitarianism: that all moral precepts or commands derive their authority from the beneficial consequences they produce. Otherwise, they would not have been widely accepted as moral precepts (434). Thus, Kant's claim, for example, that the Categorical Imperatives are derived from an a priori concept of reason regardless of consequences—more specifically, from the concept of autonomy—is debunked.  

But utilitarianism is not without problems.  How should the consequences be considered objectively and fairly?  We don't and cannot know all the possible consequences of every action. Or sometimes the agent may not be in the best position to know about the possible consequences of his or her actions.  Moreover, who is to decide on the best course of action based on the best possible consequences: the agent or the spectator? 

At this juncture, Russell turns decisively subjectivistic. He shifts the discussion from objective to subjective: "We must now return to the consideration of subjective rightness, with a view to distinguishing conduct which is merely mistaken from conduct which is immoral or blameworthy" (435). The shift is from objective to subjective, from rightness or wrongness to moral or immoral, or to praiseworthy or blameworthy. In other words, he is saying: Let's not talk about whether something is right or wrong in the objective sense but, rather, whether something is moral or immoral, praiseworthy or blameworthy for the agent or for the spectator evaluating the agent. 

To recap, Russell says that judgments regarding rightness or wrongness are not merely emotional. We don't merely approve or disapprove something (emotionally) but we do make a certain judgment.  When we judge something to be right or wrong, we believe that it is so not only for me but for everyone else.  Judgments must be objective.  But, says Russell, since objective judgments can only be made based on a consideration of the best possible consequences of an action in question, and since the best possible consequences cannot be perfectly foreseen or agreed upon by everyone in most cases, we make the best "subjective" judgment about rightness or wrongness of an action (‘X is right to me as far as I can honestly say.’). We cannot talk about something being objectively right but only "subjectively right" (to me).  So, to put things in a hierarchy of objectivity in Russell’s schema, what is subjectively right is not as reliable as what is objectively right (if there is such a thing) but it is more reliable than one's mere emotive response: an approval or disapproval of or about something.  Later, as his ethical thought develops, Russell drops the concept of "objectivity" and "judgment" all together. 

What then is the criterion for subjective rightness?  Provisionally he proposes: "an act is subjectively right when it is judged by the agent to be objectively right, and subjectively wrong when it is judged to be objectively wrong" (435). If an agent judges something to be objectively right (that is, in his honest belief he thinks that everyone would agree with him and that he with everyone else), then it is right (for him) to do. And if he judges something to be wrong (and honest believes that everyone else would agree with him and that he with everyone else), then that thing is wrong (for him) to do. 

Russell realizes that the above definition of subjective rightness/wrongness is still inadequate because one can still be mistaken in judging something to be objectively right or wrong when it is not, no matter how honestly or reasonably he believes it to be so.  So he adds a further condition to the provisional definition provided above. It is this: "an act is moral when it is one which the agent would judge to be right after an appropriate amount of candid thought… An act is immoral when the agent would judge it to be wrong after an appropriate amount of reflection" (436). The added element (“after an appropriate amount of candid thought”) is the additional condition Russell places on the definition of what is subjectively or morally right or wrong. 

To recap, what is morally right and wrong for Russell? Something the agent judges or believes to be so after an appropriate and candid deliberation. Sure, one can err; or two people under similar circumstances may disagree. But as long as one judges something to be objectively right or wrong after an appropriate and candid deliberation, that thing is right or wrong in the moral sense. 

So, Russell concludes (and the conclusion turns out to be quite simple after all these analyses in his evolving thought): 

We hold that an action is moral when the agent would judge it to be right after an appropriate amount of candid thought…And we hold that an action is right when… it is the one which will probably have the best results" (436).

Here Russell employs two criteria: subjective (the agent must judge something to be right after due consideration) and objective (the action in question must produce the best possible results). The subjective criterion relates to the agent’s moral approval or disapproval. The objective criterion relates to the social utility of an action in question.  

 
But eventually in his continuing evolution of ethical thought, he collapses the distinction between ‘subjective’ and ‘objective’ into merely ‘subjective.’  The result is a clarity of thought but a collapse of ethics: 

The theory which I have been advocating is a form of the doctrine which is called the "subjectivity" of values. This doctrine consists in maintaining that, if two men differ about values, there is not a disagreement as to any kind of truth, but a difference of taste. If one man says, "Oysters are good," and another says, "I think they are bad," we recognize that there is nothing to argue about. The theory in question holds that all differences as to values are of this sort" (438). 

Moral disputes are disputes about values one hold.  So, for an example, on the issues of abortion, once again, one side holds the sanctity of human life to be sacred under any circumstances. The other side holds freedom to be so.  Russell would say in this case, (even though he did not use this example): "Since no way can be even imagined for deciding a difference as to values, the conclusion is forced upon us that the difference is one of tastes, not one as to any objective truth" (438). Note that he no longer talks about making an objective judgment. Everything is a matter of (personal) taste, irresolvable by reason, candid thought, or by considering consequences.

Following Hume's lead, Russell too maintains that morality is a matter of taste, not of truth or rational deliberation.  (To be fair with Hume, we must mention that unlike Russell he believed in a universal standard of ethics resting on the universal moral sentiments.  So, Hume would say that morality is a matter of taste.  But we all have the same (universal) taste.) 

Later, Russell even ends up abandoning the term ‘judgment' and says that the so called ‘judgment' is nothing but an emotional response: "Perhaps the judgment is not really a judgment, but another emotion, namely, an emotion of approval toward my likes or dislikes. According to this view, when I deliberately, and not impulsively, blame an act, I dislike the act, and feel toward my dislike an emotion of approval" (443). There then is a complete collapse of (objectivity in) ethics.

Consequences of Russell's Subjectivistic Ethics
 
Russell is fully aware of the consequences of his subjectivistic ethics. Since there are no objective, trans-personal criteria for rightness or wrongness, he admits that "what one man calls ‘sin' another may call ‘virtue' (438). 

When engaged in an ethical debate, there is no rational way to resolve it by, for example, appealing to facts or to reasoning. Russell says: "you can influence his conduct only through influencing his desires: if you succeed in that, his ethic will change, and if not, not" (439). 

Another suggestion Russell proposes is that we "abandon ‘ought' as the fundamental ethical term" (441) because in an ethical dispute "you have no means of knowing which... is right" (441). 

What Russell has done is to advance and refine David Hume's theory of morality. Like Hume, he reduced morality in terms of subjective or emotive responses to what we consider to be right or wrong, good or bad. Like Hume, he thinks that ethical debates can be settled not by rational discourse but by influencing and altering one’s desires underlying his or her moral beliefs. 

One area in which Russell stands out from and as different from Hume is his emphasis on freedom: freedom from all kinds of restraints—including psychological, religious, and moral restraints. In a way which is reminiscent to Franklin Roosevelt's famous dictum, "All we have to fear is fear itself," Russell proposes that we rid ourselves of all kinds of fears: 

There is a certain kind of liberation, a certain kind of carefree attitude, which, if you can once acquire it, makes you able to go through the world untroubled, not distressed by all the minor annoyances that arise. The gist of the matter is to be rid of fear. Fear lies very deep in the heart of man, fear has been the source of most religions; fear has been the source of most moral codes; fear is our instincts; fear is encouraged in our youth, and fear is at the bottom of all that is bad in the world. When once you are rid of fear you have the freedom of the universe" (446). 

By reducing ethics in terms of subjective responses to the actions one considers, Russell, he hopes, has liberated us from the undue repression of the so called "objective" or universal morality. His critique of religion, which he wrote elsewhere (in a collection of his essays, Why I Am Not a Christian), has the same objective: to liberate us from the oppressions of religious dogmas and concepts. By encouraging us to trust our "moral sentiments" (as Hume would say), rather than relying on and worrying about moral truth or valid reasoning, Russell proposes a carefree attitude where "you have lost fear because a little hurt is worth enduring… there is the securing of a kind of intense union with the world, a kind of intense love, something flowing, warm, like a personal affection and yet universal. If you can achieve that you will know the secret of a happy life" (448).

 My take on Russell

 
What does it mean to say that an ethical judgment is nothing but one's emotional approval or disapproval, likes or dislikes, or a matter of taste?  We exhibit our emotional approval or disapproval in sports, for example. When my team scores, I give my immediate and intense emotional approval and say, "Hurrah." When the opposing team scores, I give my immediate emotional disapproval and say, "No" or “Boo.”  Are ethical judgments of this sort?  If they are, as Russell says they are, then it would be appropriate to say to the opposing team, when it scores: "You did wrong."  Because when I say “Boo,” I am expressing my ethical disapproval, according to him.  So such expression would be appropriate.  But this is absurd.   We don’t make an ethical judgment when the opposing team scores and condemn it.  We disapprove it emotionally but should still praise their sportsmanship.  Ethical judgment cannot be just a matter of emotional engagement toward something in question.  It must be objective.  If something ought to be done, it should be so for everyone under similar circumstances.  To drop ‘ought,’ as Russell proposes, is to drop ethics all together.  

___________________

 

   HYPERLINK "https://cms2.webstudy.com/WebCourses/share/includes/content/MaterialShowW.asp?MaterialID=213961" \l "_ednref1" \o "" Recall that in the Introduction of our textbook, in the beginning of this course, we discussed that ethical subjectivism renders ethics impossible (because no objective standard can be adopted when everyone simply holds on to his or her own subjective feelings when evaluating an action).  That’s precisely what happens with Russell.  In the end, he maintains that what is right is what I honestly feel right/good upon careful consideration.  Since ethical judgment is a matter of taste (having nothing to do with objective standards), ethical disagreements between two honest and candid persons can not be resolved.  Thus Russell has drawn a logical conclusion from David Hume’s ethics (who wanted to found ethics on universal moral sentiments) and has reduced it to a matter of taste, irresolvable when there is a disagreement.  In reducing ethical terms into simplest possible subjective, individualistic terms; he has reduced ethics to almost nothing.
