Hume: the fact / value distinction

The fact / value distinction 

This has to do with the logical impossibility – as Hume and others have argued – of arguing from a factual premise concerning some particular state of affairs to a moral judgment concerning that state of affairs. Can we ever be justified (contra Hume) in asserting that certain ethical judgments are entailed by the mere description of certain practices, political systems, etc?
Hume held that there is no process of reasoning by which we can move from an ‘is’ to an ‘ought’. Understanding why he held this involves understanding his view of the role and scope of reason. 
· According to Hume, reason is impotent in practical matters. Hume famously expressed this view by asserting that ‘Reason is and ought to be the slave to the passions’ (Treatise, III.3). 

· We don’t reason about ends. Ends are supplied through the passions or desires, in that passion or desire motivates us to act. 

‘It appears evident that the ultimate ends of human action can never… be accounted for by reason, but recommend themselves entirely to sentiments and affections of mankind, without any dependence on the intellectual faculties. Ask a man why he uses exercise; he will answer, because he desires to keep his health… Perhaps to your second question, why he desires health, he may… reply, that it is necessary for the exercise of his calling. If you ask, why is anxious on that head, he will answer, because he desires to get money. If you demand Why? It is the instrument of pleasure, says he. And beyond this it is absurdity to ask for a reason’ (Enquiries, para. 244, p.293). 
· Reason is inert / inactive where action is concerned. Morals, however, make us act in certain ways, they are active. Since morals are active in motivating us to act, morals are therefore not the offspring of reason, but of passion or desire ‘Morals excite passions, and produce or prevent actions. Reason of itself is… impotent in this particular. The rules of morality, therefore, are not conclusions of our reason’ (Treatise, III.1, p.457).
Do you think that reason has more scope than Hume said it did?

· One could reason about what is desirable. That reason might be able to deal with ends seems sensible. ‘[W]e… can reason about whether actions are desirable. So there can be reasoning about the desirability (and thus the justification) of actions (and for and against judgements relating to actions), even if Hume is right that actions cannot be explained in the absence of desires, and judgments in the absence of feelings’ (Attfield, 2012, p.13).
The famous ‘is / ought’ passage: 

Hume wrote that it seems inconceivable that we can reason from what we take to be facts to ‘ought’ conclusions, even though people speak as if otherwise.  

‘In every system of morality, which I have hitherto met with, I have always remark’d, that the author proceeds for some time in the ordinary way of reasoning… when all of a sudden I am surpriz’d to find, that instead of the usual copulations of propositions, is, and is not, I meet with no proposition that is not connected with an ought, or an ought not. This change is imperceptible; but is, however, of the last consequence. For as this ought, or ought not, expresses some new relation of affirmation, ’tis necessary that it shou’d be observ’d and explain’d; and at the same time that a reason should be given, for what seem altogether inconceivable, how this new relation can be a deduction from others, which are entire different from it. But as authors do not commonly use this precaution, I shall presume to recommend it to the readers; and am persuaded, that this small detail wou’d subvert all the vulgar systems of morality, and let us see, that the distinction of vice and virtue is not founded merely on the relations of objects, nor is perceiv’d by reason’ (Treatise, III.1, pp.469-70).
For Hume, moral judgments express our feelings (passions); specifically, our feelings of approval / disapproval (Enquiries, para.239-41, pp.289-91). 

We can discover facts as true / false by coming to agreement / disagreement about the circumstances or objective properties of those alleged facts. But since we can’t agree / disagree as such about the passions, then moral language has no such truth-value. Ought language expresses nothing that is true / false, but just expresses sentiments of blame / praise or approval / disapproval.

Note: there is much debate on this interpretation of Hume.
Are oughts are really beyond the scope of reason? 

We will discuss relevant responses drawn from the work of Richard Price, Aristotle and Renford Bambrough.
The example of Nero and the sampling tree.

Hume compares Nero’s relation to his mother to the relation of a sapling tree to its parent tree. Objectively the relation is the same, yet we condemn Nero but not the sampling tree. The key to our judging the two situations differently lies in ourselves, in our feelings, and we express these feelings in ‘ought’ language or the language of disapproval. 
· However, one could argue that there a logic to approval / disapproval. It does not make sense to blame trees or entities lacking consciousness or any other beings incapable of responsible action. It does however make sense to disapprove of the actions of Nero. 

· Objective differences do seem relevant to a point. 
That we can’t travel from ‘is’ to ‘ought’ has been described by R.M. Hare as ‘Hume’s Law’.
Alasdair MacIntyre 
· Says that if there was a Hume’s Law, Hume himself broke it.
· MacIntyre refers to what Hume says about justice.  Hume seems to believe that factual considerations about the common interests of society can be used to justify moral rules. MacIntyre claims that Hume reasons from society’s interests to an ‘ought’ judgment. 
Consider again the famous is / ought passage (above). 
· Hume says, it seems impossible how transition from is to ought can be made, not that it is impossible. 

· Could there be bridge notions between ‘is’ and ‘ought’, such as the notions that Hume talks about in his Enquiries (‘desire’, ‘health’ and ‘pleasure’)? 

· Hume criticises the ‘vulgar systems of morality’ for not showing how oughts follow. Could this suggest that there are ways the transition can / cannot be made? 
Discussion question
Consider the case of South Africa during the period of the Apartheid or the record of George W. Bush (as Governor of Texas) with respect to the death penalty. 
Can any amount of factual detail warrant the claim that the one was an evil or wicked state of society and the other a barbaric or inhumane judicial practice? 
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