Does J.L. Mackie's argument from queerness provide us with good grounds for rejecting the existence of objective ethical values?
With more than two centuries worth of arguments, the modern philosopher has a hard time when it comes to creating a new idea or theory. Whether it’s due to everything seeming as though it has been done before or perhaps, we have reached the capacity to understand the world around us, limited by the very own brain of our very own species – ironic really. Nevertheless, with the help of previous thinkers, such as Mackie, Shafer-Landu and Ayer, I ought my own attempt at solving the mysteries of the universe, or just ethics for now. For who knows, maybe a student in the middle of Wales could figure it all out. I find the argument of Mackie a very intriguing, yet persuasive, one in that it forces us to question our very own society and the makings of it. For if there is no morality, how are our actions defined and our systems set up? 
But before I get ahead of myself, allow me to explain this very argument belonging to this controversial figure: Mackie. His book Ethics, open with “There are no objective values.[footnoteRef:1]” as the very first sentence. Knowing the boldness of such a sentence, he expands his point by stating a belief in a sort of blend between moral scepticism and a subjectivism. With regards to metaethics, Mackie would be classed as a moral anti-realist in which he believes that moral facts are separate to objective truths. Within this position, there are further separations of opinions. You have those who argue these moral principles do not exist at all and then there are those who argue that whilst these do exist as their own entity, they are non-objective. The latter is where Mackie stands. This is the basis for his argument from queerness in which he attempts to justify the reasons as to why objective ethical values should not be recognised as existing. In his argument, he splits it into two parts: epistemological and metaphysical.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Mackie, J.L., Ethics, (Middlesex: Penguin Books Ltd, 1977), p.15.]  [2:  Mackie, J.L., Ethics, p.36.] 

The epistemological argument paints the question of how the knowledge and the judgement of morals were accumulated. This key point links to the argument between the naturalists and the non-naturalists. Mackie’s stance is that with the non-naturalists in that moral properties do not come from natural properties of the world as there are no objective moral facts. This means it is impossible for moral facts to have resulted from the natural world as they are simply not entities that exist. This would suggest that we have no internal sense of right and wrong and therefore it links back to the impossibility of having acquired the knowledge of morals which supports this argument that there are no such thing as objective morals. Now, in contrast to this, the naturalists argue the opposite; that not only do such properties exist, but that they are also innate to us. A key branch of this idea is the notion of intuitionism. Andrew Fisher identifies intuitionism as “the view that understanding some beliefs is sufficient to justify our believing in them”[footnoteRef:3] in which implies that because we have an innate understanding of our motive behind our moral actions, then it must be of truth.  This permits an explanation as to why we have certain emotions about certain actions which are deemed immoral as most people would agree that a sense of sympathy is created when a topic such as murder is brought up. This then implies that because these reactions exist within us, there must be an external moral code that we subconsciously follow and therefore it can be concluded that moral facts exist independently of us. However, whilst this acts as a convincing argument, it has its limitations. If we take a look the utilitarian view of ethics, in which the argument agrees in an intrinsic value of morals in that there is an idea of an absolute good. This is a naturalist argument as the utilitarianist equates the concepts of good as pleasure and bad as pain. As pleasure and pain are internal states we experience – our intuitions - it makes sense to use this point to argue that there are objective moral truths and that we are able to acknowledge them. However, there are problems in reducing morality to just pleasure and pain as Russ Shafter-Laundau points out[footnoteRef:4]. This is because there are plenty of instances in which these emotions will arise that won’t necessarily match the criteria the utilitarianist has set up; often we seek pleasure in ways that are often considered immoral by the majority[footnoteRef:5]. For example, by their logic, recreational drugs and masochistic tendencies are not objectively bad even when they cause harm to others as they are still gaining pleasure from it. It doesn’t take a philosopher to see the problems this creates. Mackie’s questioning of the origin of objective moral facts makes for a convincing case for his own argument. This is because all the attempts in explaining this issue simply fail as reasonable arguments whether that be because the idea of good and bad can’t be simplified to concepts we can truly understand, and therefore can’t be make sense of, or our instincts for acting morally do not all match up which confines the idea of there existing an external set of morals which we all know of as often there are differences in opinions and emotional reactions. [3:  Fisher, Andrew, Metaethics: An Introduction, (Abingdon: Routledge, 2014), p.144.]  [4:  Shafer-Landau, Russ, Moral Realism: A Defence, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), p.58-79.]  [5:  Duignan, Brian, Britannica: Utilitarianism, (1999), <https://www.britannica.com/topic/utilitarianism-philosophy#ref68605>, [accessed 16 December 2020].] 

Furthermore, this side of the argument can be reduced into the idea that there are no objective morals, instead there are only emotional responses. Ayer argues that morals are just a result of an expression of emotions towards a specific action[footnoteRef:6]. Because of this, there is an impossibility of being right or wrong as how can an inherent reaction that we have be wrong? This idea of emotivism is persuading however, it is based upon the non-cognitive view in that morals are based on emotions. This differs to Mackie who is a cognitivist in which they view morals as based on beliefs which means they must either be true or false. But he is a bit contradictory as he uses his error theory (which I will talk about in more depth later) to argue that every moral statement must be false but if objective moral facts do not exist how can they be either right or wrong? Here, I would argue that there is an issue with error theory bordering on moral scepticism. Anyways, Ayer’s argument provides a sufficient case for the rejection of objective moral values as the articulation of our emotions as an abstract thing is not something we control. This suggests that our actions in rejecting our specific emotions is a result of an external power, for example cultural norms, and therefore holds no validity in having a property of goodness or badness.  [6:  Fisher, Andrew, Metaethics: An Introduction, p.30.] 

Moving on from the epistemological side of the argument, the concept of naturalism vs non-naturalism creeps up again in the metaphysical side of the queerness argument. Mackie states that if there were objective values then they would be “utterly different from anything else in the universe”[footnoteRef:7] which is a justified view as the number of intelligent thinkers who have previously tried to explain ethics haven’t had much luck which therefore implies that such things could be beyond anything we’ve discovered so far. In arguing his point, Mackie draws inspiration from Plato’s Forms. For there to be such an entity as an absolute goodness, it’s form would include the reasoning and motivation within the act. In other words, an objective moral rightness would have a “to-be-persuedness”[footnoteRef:8] quality built into it and vice versa for objectively wrong principles. As it is apparent that this is not the case – there is no separate article or principle in which we know this to be true – then it implies that this specific metaphysical state does not exist. From this, it can then be implied that there is no possibility of mind-independent moral facts. The very fact that morals differ from person to person strongly implies that there are no set universal morals that we know of. Of course, it could be the case that we have not discovered them yet, but this would suggest that it is separate to our nature as we have not acted in accordance with it as we are ignorant to them. This then brings up further problems of their origin and leads towards a divine-being path as this supposed moral checklist must come from an external place as opposed from our own mentality. Due to the problem of evil debate, this scenario is highly unlikely and therefore we are left with the non-existing approach which I believe to be the strongest.  [7:  Mackie, J.L., Ethics, p.40.]  [8:  Mackie, J.L., Ethics, p.48.] 

Now, if moral facts do not exist, this would mean that moral judgements can neither be true nor false since there is no standard to hold them to. This links to Mackie’s the error theory. Whilst I mostly agree with his argument of queerness and his point in rejecting the existence of objective ethical values, there is one aspect in which I disagree with and that is this case of error theory. This is because, whilst it logically makes sense – a factor can’t be right or wrong if there is nothing to compare it to – to use this theory in practise would be a disaster. Mackie recognises this and knows that it would be illegitimate to ignore moral values as it would collapse our society. But it does raise queries about our legal system and the ways in which people are judged for their supposed crimes. An intriguing point raised by McDowell disagrees fundamentally in the queerness argument. Whilst Mackie’s rejection of morals is mainly based on the fact that they would be mind independent if they were to exist but McDowell claims this is not the case. He uses the example of colour in comparison to morals[footnoteRef:9]. For instance, if humans no longer perceived colour, would a leaf still be green? McDowell argues yes, which would mean that moral values can simultaneously be real as well as mind dependant[footnoteRef:10]. This acts as a convincing view as with such secondary qualities such as colour, there is this sense in that the lack of perceiving it does not provide us with sufficient evidence to ignore its existence; for our perception of the world formulates the very being. To separate these two ideas as separate ideas is a mistake as it undermines our very experience of the world. The very fact we have these experiences, makes them real in a sense, even if it is just real to us. Possibly, there is a separation between what is real on a universal scale and what we find to be real. In the same way that there is a difference between truth and facts. This begs the question is it possible for what we find to be true to actually be wrong. Rather than there being a rightness or wrongness, is it possible for us to have a quality of being less right than say a universal rightness in which one could argue that neither are wrong, but they are just different and therefore could imply that there are multiple moral truths. Rather than a portrait of black or white, right and wrong, could morality be a scale? However, this still implies that there is an absolute good and bad in which would mean there are standard morals in which every action is compared which would make them less right or wrong. So what if this so called scale wasn’t linear and instead circular or even of a shape that we haven’t discovered yet. This would allow for an argument of there being no objective moral truths because there is no absolute standard in which actions can be judged because there would be no comparison.  [9:  Fisher, Andrew, Metaethics: An Introduction, p.49.]  [10:  Fisher, Andrew, Metaethics: An Introduction, p.48-50.
] 

Anyways, returning to McDowell, this argument also means Mackie’s argument can be rejected as there is no longer a sense of queerness about the metaphysical side of morality as they act as qualities of the world in the same way colour does. The problem, however, with this argument is that it implies that anything within our mind is therefore real which creates all sorts of issues and is often why this argument is refuted. This reason seems sensible as there is still a necessity for there to be a distinction between reality and imagination otherwise it could be argued that unicorns exist. Now McDowell tries to make a case for this through multiple different arguments and whilst they are convoluted and at times seem improbable, I do think that he is onto something here. I would be inclined to agree that because we believe in these morals, surely to us then that makes it real in the same way a God is real to a Christian; this God still exists just in a different way such as not physical. Can it not then be argued that just because it might not exist as a set of rules woven into our very existence, it exists because of our ability to conceptualise it and make it a product of our everyday lives. In accordance to there being no objective facts, this could still be the case but there is still a feeling of realness surrounding our morals. This is to say that just because there are no universal morals, doesn’t make our own set of rules any less real to us. And our blissful ignorance of such a thing only makes this argument more compelling.
So, to conclude, the queerness argument, I believe, does provide a good basis to permit a rejection of objective value truths. This argument uses these two branches of philosophy to point out that both the why and the how behind our concept of morals are unknown. This inability to explain them implies a lack of understanding. This raises an interesting point as previously homosapiens have found it difficult to deal with not knowing when exploring the components of the world. This can be seen through the creation of mythologies and gods in attempts to give an explanation. It is also interesting to point out that in the case of religion – a concept with no proof- you see people doing one of two things: using faith or rejecting them completely. Yet when it comes to ethics – also a concept with no proof of being true – it is hardly investigated by the average person. Maybe we’re just not at the point in time to start questioning these things in the same way Darwinian ideas were rejected.
Often in philosophy, it feels like you’re going in circles for if I argue that objective moral facts do not exist then you can argue that we have innate reactions to certain actions in which you can argue is a result of culture with which you can respond that our belief in them creates their existence and so on and so forth. To an extent I hope this has been witnessed in my essay but there is a feeling of unsatisfaction in that the fact every argument seems to have its downfall. Perhaps rather than this argument being the right one, is it just the most correct for its time and therefore it makes the most sense to incline to agree during the meantime. For perhaps someday we will gain all the answers but until then, there are no objective truths.
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