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On Being 'Rqfionof' Aboui Norms
Rnu B. Eowanos
U

niuersity of T ennesse

There is a strong tendency in contemporary meta-value theory to move
away from the emotivism and value
relativism which has prevailed for the
past several decades in the direction of
a revived rationalism and absolutism.
Such theorists as Kurt Baier, William
K. Frankena, Paul W. Taylor and others have attempted

settle substantive disputes with a mere
definition.

I. Is there a universal conception of
"rationality" ? The word "rational" is
probably used more by Philosophers
than by ordinary men, and in the ordinary language of philosophers the word
doubtless has a variety of meanings. I
will not attempt to make an exhaustive
study of these but w'ill suggest that
there are at least trvo important senses

to revive the peren-

nial philosophical hope that we

can

eventually arrive at a system of absolute
values in the name of "reason". We
are reminded that those who try to be

rational

e

of "rational" available, a) the iogical
sense and b ) the evaluative sense.
a) Usualh' u'e speak of men and

in their thinking about values

often do seem to be moving in the same
direction, and the promise is issued that

there is some set of ultimate values
which must finally be universally accepted by all fully rational men, a system on which all competent rational
authorities are ultimately destined to

their decisions or of procedures of inference and their conclusions as "rational".
An inference procedure is rational in
the logical sense u'hen it conforms to
the canons of correct inference as given
in inductive logic. deductive logic, or
some other logic if there is a legitimate
"third logic" alternative to induction
and deduction. A man is rational rvhen

agree.

The theses of this paper will be: I.

that the attempt to found absolute
norns on rationality presupposes the

his inferences are logicallv correct, lvhen
he simpl,v follou's the rules of correct
inference in arrir.ing at his conclusions;
and his conclusions are rational if they
have been reached through such inference procedures. "Ratiotral" in this
sense is interchangeable u'ith "logical".

availability of a single universal absolute conception of rationality but that
no such conception is available; and

II. that any conception of rationality

which might be available for justifying
one's ultimate normative commitments
is itself evaluative. I shall try to show
that such a conception of rationality

It is obvious that no inference procedure used in establishing one's ultimate normative commitments can be

presupposes agreement upon an ultimate set of norrns and does not provide
grounds for such, that it can and will
always be disputed by those who share
a different set of ultimate norms, and
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that unless one admits the evaluative
character of a certain kind of conception of rationality and the relativity of
the values it expresses to some concrete
way of life, he is in danger of trying to
180
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rational in the logical sense and consequently that no man can be rational in
this sense in making those commitments.
Ultimate normative commitments are
those which cannot be derived from

1967

Taylor points out that no man can do
rnore than approximate to the conditions of rationality under which such
choices ideally should be made, the
conditions of complete freedom, enlightenment and impartiality.' To be "rational" in this sense, a decision must be

any considerations which are logically
more fundamental than themselves.

made under these conditions, and a nlan
must satisfy them as best he can if he

Sentences expressing these commitments

can function only as premisses and
never as conclusions of arguments and
thus cannot be arrived at through any
process of logical inference. If sentences

is to be "rational" in making

such

decisions.

Taylor makes several interesting
claims about this conception of "rationality". He claims 1) that such a conception of rationality is universal and
2) that such a conception is valuationally neutral in the sense that it is independent of and does not prejudice the
case in favor of. any one concrete way

expressing ultimate norns are inferrable

as conclusions in deductive, inductive
or any other alternative logic, then they
are not ultimate; (and if they are infer-

rable in inductive logic they are not
normative but only naturalistic or descriptive). Flence no sentence expressing an ultimate normative commitment
can be "rational" in the logical sense
of being correctly inferred, and no man
can be said to be rational in the logical
sense with respect to his ultimate normative commitments since he cannot
arrive at them by any process of logical
inference. A new r".116 of "rationu'i" i,
here required if the n ord is to be used
at all.

of life with its ingredient points of view
and systems of value. In this sense he
would doubtless not agree with my call-

ing the sense of "rational" which he
explicates "evaluative", but I wish to
shorv later in this paper that it is.
For the moment

I

wish to examine

only claim 1) that such a conception of

rationality is universal. Taylor tells us
that the three conditions of rationality

b) What I shall call the "evaluative
sense" of "rational" is the sense which

rvhich he offers "are the conditions

his presence in the world, that we regard
him as worthy of respect or admirable,

which I presume anyone in any way of
life, would accept as defining a rational
choice, in the ordinary sense of the word
rational,"' though he invites us to improve upon the definition if we can.
He further claims that he is only making explicit "the idea rvhich we all have

ments.

life)

A sense of "rational" in which men
and their decisions can be called "rational" has been explicated in some
detail by Paul W. Taylor in Chapter B
of his |liormatiue Discourse.' This conception of rationality is explicitly designed to apply to ultimate decisions of
r-alue and principle after all inference
procedures have been left behind. These

is not a culture-bound concept but is
present in all cultures, though perhaps
not in the minds of the children, illit-

applies to decisions of ultimate principle

and the men who make them. The
n'ord often does have an evaluative
force. Calling a man "rational" is often
an indication that we positively prize
and that we share his value commit-

(no matter what may be our way of
when we reflect about what an
ideally rational choice among ways of
life would be."' Presumably he is suggesting that his conception of rationality

erate, and mentally defective citizens of
those cultures.

One might suspect that Taylor is
only doing a bit of wishful thinking

decisions are justified rvhen made under

conditions of "rational choice", though
181
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here, that he is suggesting that we all
could have his conception of rationality
if we all shared the same language or
conceptual scheme or system of values,
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self-interest when we use the words
"rational" or "reasonable". The soldier
who insists that it would not be rational
of him to volunteer for the suicide mission is doing just this, as is the critic of
the Sermon on the Mount who insists

or that he is

proposing that we all
ought to have this conception. Such
suggestions or proposals are harmless
enough so long as we recognize them
for what they are. But if we take Trylor's words at face value, it appears
that he wants to make some sort of
empirical claim, the claim that we all
in fact have and share his conception of
rationality no matter what might be
our culture or way of life.

that

it just isn't rational to turn

the

other cheek or deny himself the visual
enjoyment of feminine beauty. I would
conjecture that even the rich young
man justified his rejection of Jesus' demand that he give all that he had to

the poor H'ith the comment that this
just wasn't a reasonable request! The
conception of "reasonable" to which I
am now calling attention is one according to r+'hich my decision is "t€ason-

Unfortunately it is not completely
clear what Taylor's empirical claim
entails. If he is suggesting that every
living human language has a word or
set of words which could be correctly
translated by our word "rational" used
in Taylor's sense, then we should expect
some documentation of the claim derived from the field of comparative linguistics, which Taylor has not provided.
If Taylor is suggesting that all men in
all cultures who have regarded their
codes of behavior and systems of value
as rationally justified have included the
constituent notion of "impartiality" as
an ingredient in their conception of rationality, his claim is clearly false. John
Ladd has pointed out that the Navaho
code of conduct is both rationalo and
thoroughly prudential or partial.' Indeed, Ladd has written that the "impartial spectator" approach to human
codes of conduct "is enthnocentric, for
not only is it not to be found among
the Greeks but I find nothing resembling it in Navaho culture."' Such considerations do make highly implausible
Taylor's claim that his conception of
rationality is universal.

if it is in my partial self-interesg
not because it is impartial. This conception has appeared occasionally in
the writing-s of such philosophers as
Butler and Sidgwick, who were themselves masters of ordinary English.'
able"

Although many of us westerners or
English speakers probably have the con-

ception of rationality which Taylor explicates, even \ve do not always use it

in talking about men and their deci-

In fact rve sometimes use an op
posing conception. This still leaves the
question open u'hether it would be best
to purify our language in such a way
that only one of these senses survived.
sions.

And any reasons lve might give to explain why we ought alrvays to speak
consistently of rationaliry in oniy one
sense would in all likelihood be evaluative and highly dependent on our way
of life, as I shall next attempt to show.

II. How does the evaluative sense of
"rational" reflect and depend upon the
way of life to which \r'e are committed?
Here I wish to examine Tavior's claim
that his conception of rationality is valuationally neutral in the sense that it is
independent of and does not prejudice
the case in favor of any one concrete
way of life. I wish to show that these
claims are misieading and that they
involve the attempt to settle substantive
disputes with mere definitions.

It is not at all clear that even within
ordinary English this is the only conception of rationality that we ever apply
to decisions of principle and the men
who make them. For example, sometimes we replace the notion of impartiality with the notion of partiality or
r82
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If our ultimate normative

commit-

life of prudential partiality. Even if
it stili

made". Taylor wishes to maintain that
after all inferential reasoning about our
value judgments has ended, our decisions of ultimate principle are still not
arbitrary. There is still something more
that the rational man will want io consider. He will want to make his decisions under conditions of freedom, enlightenment and impartiality-presumably because he prizes these conditions

we are willing to grant all this,
does not follow

regarded as a transition from one
ideal way of life to another and not
as a transition into an ideal war/ of
life from a valuationally neutral standpoint. The difficulty that Taylor gets
himself into with the manoeuvre at
hand is that if the opposite of a rvay of
life is evaluative, then that way of life
itself must be evaluative. If there is an
irrational way of life, then there rnust
be a rational way of life. Furtherrnore,
one just might rationally choose a life
of rationality as better than a life of
irrationality. Indeed without having al-

made

mative commitments ought to be made
under conditions of complete freedom
from external, internal, and unconscious
compulsionr' complete knowledge as to

the nature of the way of life being

chosen, its price, and its conseqrences,to

and complete impartiality in ihe sense
that the person making the choice is
not trying to give himself any special

ready done so one lvould probably never
be in a position to make a rational cho-

ice in the first place. And I suspect
that since knowledge, freedom and the
attitude of impartiality must be cultivated at the expense of considerable
effort in order to place oneseif in such
a position and involve the forrnation
of permanent dispositions and habits of
mind, one would be strongly predisposed psychologically to rationally prefer rationality over irrationaliw!

privileges or the way of life in ivhich
he w1s brought up any special favoritism." Of course no one can ever be
gompletely rational in the sense specified, but Taylor is willing to allorv that
some sense

that "rational choice"

is normatively neutral. A rational cho,
ice of an irrational way of life must be

under them. Ideally our ultimate nor-

in
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the same characteristics as the rational
choice itseff.'n Presumably he rneans
that a man could freely choose a life of
compulsion, knowledgably choose a life
of ignorance, and impartially choose a

ments are to be ieasonable rather than
merely arbitrary, they should be made
under conditions of "rational choice",
according to Taylor. Notice that I said
"should be made" and not "in fact are

of rationality and the decisions
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it is still appropriate to

call our choices "rational" to the degree
that we can approximate the ideal."

Taylor claims that the conception of
rationality involved in his 'trational

Assuming

choice" is universally accepted by everyone, that it is independent of all concrete ways of life, and that it does not

that we did

rationally

choose to live a rational iife, let us now

inquire as to what kind of life u'e r,r'ould
be committing ourselves to in the name
of rationality. Obviously r,r,'e would be
committing ourselves to cultivatinq and
using freedom and knorvledge, but I
should like to focus attention especiallv
on the fac.t that we would be commit-

prejudice the case in favor of any one
concrete way of life. To his question:
"am f not begging the question by grrirg conditions for a iational choice
which are themselves part of a way of
life?" he gives a negative ans\^,-er." Ffis
main argument here is that a man
making a rational choice between various ways of iife is not logically committed to choosing a rational way of life.
He informs us that "there is no necesity that the preferred utays of li't'e haae

ting ourselves to live imltartiallv rzrther
than partially. If u.e accept T-avlor's
definition of "rationality" and then try
to live a rational life, we are thereb,v
committing ourselves not only to think
but also to act impartially. Thus in the
name of "reason" it would be logically
183
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for us to assert the primacy
prudential point of view! It
turns out that the rational man is by
definition the moral man, and in committing ourselves to be rational in Taylor's sense we would thereby be committing ourselves to the primacy of the
moral point of view since "impartiality"
is one bf tfre defining characteristics of
that point of view. It would be logically
for us to assert the primacy
impossible
-the
partial, self-interested point of
of
view of prudence in the nalne of

impossible
-the

of

rationality.

As Philosophers who presumably are
committed to living rationally, Iet us
now ask ourselves if we are satisfied
with the outcome of all this. How many
of us realized that we were committing
ourselves to be moral men at the same

time we chose to be reasonable men?
The dilemma which now faces us is
this. Either we must say that prudentialism is irrational, or we must offer an
alternative conception of rationality to

the one which Taylor has explicated.
The first alternative is perilous, for if
we adopt it the sincere prudentialist
will not thereby be persuaded that his
position is an unreasonable one. He
will accuse us of verbal trickery, of trying to settle disputes over questions of
substance with a mere definition. The
same sort of trick is involved here as is
involved in the definition of "morality"
as having as a part of its meaning "the
point of view which is always suPreme
or overriding"r'o and the prudentialist
will have none of it.

1967

point of view is thereby committed to
regarding the welfare of others as one
of-his own final ends and not as merely
a means to his own immediate or even
long range welfare. By contrast, being
committed to the prudential point of
view involves regarding only his own
welfare as his own final end and looking upon the welfare of others as a
means to his own long range well being.
Secondly, the moral point of view may
require the man who is comrnitted to
it to sacrifice even his own long range
welfare for the greater good of others,
while the prudential point of view
never requires long range self-sacrifice.
Thirdly, the moral point of view always
involves a high degree of impartiality,
whereas the prudential point of view
is preciseiy that of partial self-interest.
It is at this point that "morality" and
"rationality" in Taylor's sense overlap,
and at which "prudence" and "rationality" fail to coincide. In distributing
privileges and good things, the moral
point of view requires that no one
(inctuding myseif ) be given special

treatment or consideration r+'ithout some
general reason for doing So, whereas
the prudential point of '"'iew requires
that I give all the special treatment and
consideration to myself that I can get
away with for no general reasons at all.

Finally, the moral point of view is a
universal point of view in the sense that
moral standards and rules must be
regarded as universallv applicable to
everyone, whereas an):one rvho adopts
may reg11d
the prudential point
-and of vierv
rules as applicable
his itandards
only to himself."

That prudentialism would be irrational given Taylor's conception of rationality can be more clearly seen if we
look briefly at some important differ-

Of course the prudentialist can always be criticized for not rvanting to
universalize his norrns, but such criticisms are alw'ays made from the moral
point of view and not that of prudence
itself. To expect the prudentialist to
take such criticisms seriously is to expect
him already to have adopted the moral
point of vierv, lvhich he has not done.
On his own grounds he is immune to
such rebuffs. Similarly, from the moral

ences between the moral and prudential

points of view. I am fully aware that
any definition of "morality" which I
provide might be controversial," and I
regard the following as a minimal rather
than a complete characteization of the

moral point of view. First of all, the
man who is committed to the moral
184
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point of view, his partial self interest
can be called "irrational" in Taylor's
sense of rationality because that sense

retaining the aspects of knowledge and
freedom lvhich'I'aylor inch.ldes.o

I

has the moral point of view written into

to further point out that the

morality and prudence. We may be
but do not haue to be committed to
either morality or prudence in order to

on his own ground. EIe can point out
that such a conception of irrationality
is question begging, which it is.

in the logical sense, but
seems to confuse the logical and
evaluative senses of rationality when he
reason correctly

Taylor

may

want to fall back on the prudentialist
conception of rationality to which Butler and Sidgwick call attention and
claim that his position is rational in that
sense. However, he must recognize that
this conception of rationality is itself
evaluative, that it has the prudential
point of view built into its very meaning
just as Taylor's conception of rationality has the moral point of view built
into it. This conception begs the question from the opposite direction, and
the morahsr should be quick to recognize it.

argues that the person who asks "!Vhy
should I be rational?" is already presupposing rationality in asking for reasons for being rational." Such a person
certainly is presupposing the validity of
logic and is already committed to rationality in the logical sense. But it cannot be inferred from this that the evalu-

ative sense of rationality is presupposed

bv the request for

reasons

for

being

rational, and Taylor at least leaves the

impression that such is involved. The
question "Why should I be rational?"
might mean "!Vhy should I be impartiai?" and this question can never be
satisfactorily ansrvered by saying that

I will now propose that a revised
conception of rationality which is neutral with respect to morality and prudence be adopted. This could be done
for example by omitting all reference
to either impartiality or partialitv

rvish

logical sense of "rationality" d.iscussed
earlier is also neutral with respect to

its very conception; but the pmdentialist is again immune to such rebuffs

At this point the prudentialist

tr967

the questioner is alreadv- cornlnitted to
beins impartial in asking for reasons!
No shreu,d prudentialist can ever be
dislodged from his position by such
verbal chicanery!
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