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Does J.L. Mackie's argument from queerness provide us with good grounds for rejecting the existence of objective ethical values?
In this essay I am going to argue that John L. Mackie’s ‘Argument from Queerness’ does not provide us with sufficient grounds for rejecting the existence of objective ethical values, and that while it is certainly a possibility that moral values or objective morals may well be very ‘queer’ things indeed if they do exist, this does not in and of itself preclude them from existing. I will also try and push forward the argument that, suggesting that moral values are mind-independent as John L. Mackie does is incorrect, and that it is far more likely, and rational in my opinion, that they are to be found in the mind if anywhere, and as such would be mind-dependent.
Let me begin with a short description of what J. L. Mackie’s ‘Argument from Queerness’ is within the context of his larger theory known as ‘Error Theory’. Mackie’s theory is a cognitivist, non-realist view of morality. This means that he thinks moral judgements express beliefs – cognitivism – and that there are no objective moral values to be understood – non-realism.[endnoteRef:1] As such, error theory states that although our language is cognitivist in nature, whenever we make a moral claim such as ‘Abducting and torturing children is morally wrong’ or ‘providing famine relief to starving families is morally good’ we are in fact ‘in error’, hence the name of the theory. This does not of course mean that these two examples are morally good and morally bad respectively, simply that there is no moral truth whatsoever.[endnoteRef:2] [1:  Fisher, Andrew, ‘Error Theory’ in Metaethics: An Introduction (Oxford: Routledge, 2011), p.39.]  [2:  Ibid., p.46.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]John L. Mackie then goes on to attempt to describe what moral values may look like in the world; what would they look like if they existed? He then sets out what he thinks would be three fundamental aspects of such moral values that he later uses as the reasoning behind his ‘Argument from Queerness’; so, I will first address these three hypothesized properties that Mackie imagined. He argued that moral values would need to be independent from us, accessible to us and have some kind of intrinsic reason-giving feature.[endnoteRef:3] Now in my opinion there are flaws in his argument here. Firstly, moral values or an objective morality does not need to be independent from us like some kind of Platonic ‘Form of the Good’. Indeed, as Sam Harris argued in his book ‘The Moral Landscape’, it can be rationally argued and rationally conceived – in other words known a priori – that ‘consciousness is the only intelligible domain of values’. He invites the reader to try and think of a source of value that ‘has absolutely nothing to do with the (actual or potential) experience of conscious beings’ and claims that all notions of value will bear some relationship to the experience of conscious beings.[endnoteRef:4] In my opinion Harris is correct here and has defeated Mackie’s argument for mind-independence, with Mackie’s concept of realism and moral values being far-fetched at best, something Mackie himself admits to, saying he may well be giving the argument from queerness an ‘unfair start’ and calling Platonic Forms and the like ‘among the wilder products of philosophical fancy’.[endnoteRef:5] John McDowell also agrees that the argument that ‘real’ means mind-independent as put forward by Mackie, is false.[endnoteRef:6] [3:  Ibid., p.42.]  [4:  Harris, Sam, ‘Moral Truth’ in The Moral Landscape (London: Black Swan, 2012), p.49-50.]  [5:  Mackie. John L., ‘The Subjectivity of Values’ in Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong (London: Penguin Books, 1977), p.41.]  [6:  Fisher, Andrew, ‘Error Theory’ in Metaethics: An Introduction (Oxford: Routledge, 2011), p.48-49.] 

Next, we move on to Mackie’s claim that moral values must be accessible to us. Now there are two approaches to this, firstly, we can concede to Mackie’s original intention for this accessibility to involve the human mind accessing some sort of platonic form or moral value external to it – in other words something mind-independent. We’ve already discounted this possibility but for arguments sake lets run with the idea. There are some things external to our conscious minds in the universe that are not accessible to us and yet can have an effect on us, the primary example that comes to mind is ‘dark matter’, the substance that accounts for ‘the bulk of all the gravitational force that we’ve measured in the universe – about eighty-five percent of it’. This ‘dark matter’ doesn’t ‘otherwise interact with “our” matter or energy’ however.[endnoteRef:7] So, this is a clear example of how something external to our conscious minds can have an impact on our universe and yet not be accessible to us. The second approach to the issue of accessibility is to take the position laid out in the previous paragraph; that consciousness is the only possible, intelligible domain from which objective moral values could arise. This leads us the to the issue of moral intuition. Now, Mackie discounts moral intuition as one of those ‘wilder products of philosophical fancy’ as mentioned above but there is a significant difference between envisioning some kind of moral faculty or sense that can reach out into the universe and perceive Mackie’s mind-independent moral values as though there were ‘moral particles’ arising from the fabric of the universe, and the rather more simple requirement of the conscious mind being able to perceive itself, yet another simple a priori deduction in my opinion. Sam Harris argues that we have ‘some very useful intuitions on this front’ and that; [7:  Tyson, Neil D., ‘Dark Matter’ in Astrophysics for People in a Hurry (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2017), p.76.] 

‘we care more about creatures that can experience a greater range of suffering and happiness – and we are right to, because suffering and happiness (defined in the widest possible sense) are all that can be cared about.’[endnoteRef:8]  [8:  Harris, Sam, ‘Notes’ in The Moral Landscape (London: Black Swan, 2012), p.254.] 

He is speaking here in terms of human and animal ‘well-being’ which he defines as ‘all that we can intelligibly value’.[endnoteRef:9] In this I think he is correct again, but in any case, we simply need to refute Mackie’s claim here, not have a perfectly formed concept to replace it with. [9:  Ibid., p.50.] 

The third fundamental aspect of Mackie’s concept of mind-independent moral values in that they must have some ‘intrinsic reason-giving feature’. He again falls back on one of the ‘wilder products of philosophical fancy’ to argue against objective moral values – Plato’s ‘Form of the Good’. He uses the example of the Platonic Forms to assert that any individual – ‘the knower’ – that has knowledge of it would be compelled ‘with both a direction and an overriding motive’ to pursue the good. In other words that such mind-independent moral values would have ‘to-be-pursuedness’ built into them.[endnoteRef:10] In my opinion however, this completely discounts the idea of other aspects of the human psyche influencing decisions that may override our moral values, such as our emotional or sexual desires or our natural urge toward self-preservation taking precedence. The idea that the mind-independent moral properties of some kind of Platonic Forms could compel us to behave in certain ways in patently absurd in my opinion and undermines the very idea of morality – after all if you’re not in control, then you are not responsible for your actions. Mackie’s own argument from relativity also undermines this idea as there are many examples of people responding to moral situations in completely different ways. For example, the clear majority of fathers would, upon discovering that their daughter had been raped, call the police and likely try and comfort her, and yet there are some fathers in parts of the world who would attempt to kill their daughter for bringing dishonour to the family upon discovering that she had been raped. As such I think we can discount completely the idea of mind-independent moral values and their accompanying intrinsic reason-giving nature. In my opinion it is far more likely that objective moral values would be mind-dependent, as already mentioned in the two previous paragraphs. If that is the case, then it could well be the source of what most people call ‘a conscience’ and would explain why some individuals such as psychopaths and sociopaths seemingly have a mind that lacks a conscience. It certainly seems like a more plausible explanation than them lacking the moral faculty or perceptive sense to ‘reach out’ into the universe and commune with some mind-independent moral value. [10:  Mackie. John L., ‘The Subjectivity of Values’ in Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong (London: Penguin Books, 1977), p.40.] 

I would appear then that there is more than enough reason to reject Mackie’s three fundamental aspects of moral values. It is these three fundamental aspects of Mackie’s moral values that are the foundation upon which he built his ‘Argument from Queerness’ which he summed up with this now rather famous quote: 
“If there were objective values, then they would be entities or qualities or relations of a very strange sort, utterly different from anything else in the universe.”[endnoteRef:11] [11:  Ibid., p.38.] 

This is clearly a very poor argument in light of the above points regarding the three fundamental aspects upon which he bases this claim. Though I will admit that if objective moral values are mind-dependent then while they are objective, they may not be able to be universalised outside of the moral minds of the human species. 

Next, we move on to Mackie’s epistemological argument, which claims that if there were objective moral values in the universe then we could not possibly know them because they are so ‘utterly different from anything in the universe’ as mentioned above. However, the three fundamental aspects of mind-independent moral values that Mackie uses to justify his rejection of objective morality have already been dealt with in the above paragraphs. And even if we challenge Mackie on his own ground, and determine that moral values are likely to be mind-independent, then we can simply challenge this with the fact that there are many other ‘queer’ and ‘utterly different’ aspects to the universe that makes the existence of morality seem rather plain. The existence of sub-atomic particles such as quarks is a good example. Quarks are ubiquitous throughout the universe and most certainly come under the description of ‘queer’. As Neil DeGrasse Tyson explains in his book ‘Astrophysics for People in a Hurry’;

‘You’ll never catch a quark by itself; it will always be clutching other quarks nearby. In fact, the force that keeps two (or more) of them together actually grows stronger the more you separate them – as if they were attached by some sort of subnuclear rubber band. Separate the quarks enough, the rubber band snaps and the stored energy summons  to create a new quark at each end, leaving you back where you started.’[endnoteRef:12] [12:  Tyson, Neil D., ‘The Greatest Story Ever Told’ in Astrophysics for People in a Hurry (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2017), p.22-23.] 


This clearly shows that an ‘Argument from Queerness’ does not give us sufficient grounds to conclude that there are no objective moral values in the universe. In conclusion then the three aspects used by John L. Mackie to support his ‘Argument from Queerness’ namely that they be; independent from us, accessible to us and have an intrinsic reason-giving feature are poor examples of what objective moral values could possibly be since they do not have to be independent for us to be objective, they may well already be accessible to us, and our own minds are already more than capable of supplying us with reasons for doing things, be they desires, the natural urge for self-preservation or even a conscience, which renders the need for an intrinsic reason-giving feature in a mind-independent moral property null and void. Our minds are the intrinsic reason-giving feature. Not to mention the fact that such a mind-independent moral property that could induce us to act in a certain way would effectively destroy the notion of morality and its inseparable link to the idea of free will.  In short I think the response to Mackie’s ‘Argument from Queerness’ is best summed up by a rather famous quote from Neil DeGrasse Tyson; ‘The universe is under no obligation to make sense to you’.[endnoteRef:13] [13:  Ibid., p.13.
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