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IN HIS 1996 BOOK, The Rediscovery of the Mind, the American philosopher John Searle says that no great philosophical work contains many footnotes or bibliographic references. Despite its many defects, therefore, the present work has at least one thing to recommend it. This is not laziness – in two cases, I actually had to go through what I had written and take out all the addenda – but because it was originally published, in 2012, solely as an ebook and, in those days, e-publishing did not easily support such things. 

I have tried to write 21st Century Philosophy as clearly as possible. It ought to be possible for any non-specialist to enjoy it, providing he or she has at least a passing interest in the topics under consideration. And actually, the lack of footnotes will probably help. Necessary though such things may sometimes be, they are rarely entertaining.

Twenty-first century philosophy is a broad subject, and the reader may be surprised at some of the chapter headings. Mostly, this is because I am using selected texts obliquely, to address things I think are philosophically significant to our age, most of them social and political. Thus, I examine the New Atheists in order to look at the scope and limits of secular scientific humanism; James Wood’s literary criticism allows me to examine the possibility of fiction as a means of provoking new modes of life; Francis Wheen allows me to discuss the prospect which - perhaps understandably - beguiles so many writers in the Anglo-Saxon world, of resuscitating the Enlightenment project; Noam Chomsky allows me to look at the ethical-political phenomenon that is “anti-Americanism”, though I do not think he is guilty of it. The fact that I do not, for example, consider the work of more technical practitioners like Graham Harman, Bruno Latour or François Laruelle does not mean I do not care for them, only that I am not writing a primer.

The three odd ones out in this collection are the chapter on morality as storytelling, and the last two chapters: one on the 19th century German thinker Max Stirner, the other on time and change. The first two of these have more contemporary relevance than might at first appear. As for the essay on time, I wrote it long ago and if it doesn’t get included here, it will probably never see daylight. 
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​​Morality as a Function of Storytelling
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IN HIS A Treatise of Human Nature (1739), David Hume argues that values cannot be derived from facts. Which is to say, it doesn’t matter how much objective information I acquire, I can never use it to work out rationally what I ought to do. Philosophers usually call this the ‘is/ ought gap’, the gap being between the facts of the matter and what I choose to do about them, morally speaking. 

Hume was countering Natural Law theory, the philosophical position first systematically presented by Aristotle, later to be found, in Christianised form, in Thomas Aquinas’ Summa Theologica. Natural Law theory claims that what is natural for humans is morally good and vice-versa. It survives today in the writings of Sociobiologists who claim that we can know, for example, that altruism is good because apes are routinely altruistic (therefore altruism must be natural for hominoids), and fundamentalist religious believers who claim, for example, that homosexuality is wrong because it is anomalous.

In this chapter, I am going to argue that stories are the primordial site of all values and the only place they can be retrieved. This looks, at first blush, like an attempt to derive a prescription from a set of propositional statements, which is why it is probably best to begin with the is/ ought gap. What I am proposing is a meta-ethical rather than a normative theory. That is, a theory that aims to provide a description of morality rather than a practical programme for ethical behaviour.

I will argue that the history of moral philosophy can be characterised as an attempt to divest moral judgements of their temporal character. Thus we say, ‘It is wrong to lie/ kill/ covet’, as if these things exist in a Platonic realm beyond the visible one (perhaps as eternal potentialities, or as central components in formally coherent maxims). Even where we talk about context, we tend to mean the sort of timeless matrix in which, eg, one word in the dictionary can only be understood in terms of others; even where we are Consequentialists – defining the ‘goodness’ of an action by its results – we are looking for transcendent laws linking means and ends.

On the contrary, I argue that moral judgements are inherently linked to the necessarily temporal phenomena which are their only true context. This is because they are themselves temporal phenomena. This seems, initially, to be muddle-headed. ‘It is wrong to lie’ is surely an eternal verity. But ‘It is wrong to lie’ is incoherent apart from the possibility of any temporal instances of lying; furthermore, it is impossible to define ‘lie’ in such a way as will yield the required result in every case. Only by descending into the muck and minutiae of seconds, minutes, hours, days, years, can we hope to discover moral information.

The Is/ Ought Gap and Emotion

HUME’S DISCOVERY OF the is/ ought gap naturally prompts the question, if moral judgements aren’t inferential deductions from facts, where do they come from? His answer is ‘sentiment’. “When you pronounce any action or character to be vicious,” he says, “you mean nothing, but that from the constitution of your nature you have a feeling of sentiment or blame from the contemplation of it.”

This notion of morality as a product of sentiment led directly, over two hundred years, to what is called ‘Emotivism’, popular in Anglo-Saxon departments of ethics in the mid-twentieth century, but decidedly out of favour today. Emotivism held that our moral judgements are really emotions in disguise – specifically, emotions of approval and disapproval. Thus, for example, I think giving money to charity is morally right because I approve of it.

In order to understand why I might approve of it, we have to go back to Hume. On the face of it, it is not very helpful simply to say that sentiment is responsible for our moral convictions. So he goes further. He claims that, in matters that directly affect me, I will usually be unable to see beyond my own self-interest (which I’ll usually dress up in moral clothes), but in matters in which I have no personal stake – a man beating his horse, for example - my natural feeling of sympathy will more often come into play. I’ll root for the victim.

There is a touching example of this in the Bible. When David makes Bathsheba pregnant, and prevents her husband from discovering the fact by sending him to the front lines to be killed, he can’t see the wrongdoing. His self-interest is directly concerned. However, Nathan the prophet sets him straight - not by explicitly condemning his behaviour, but by telling him a parable. A poor man has a little ewe lamb which he cares for like a daughter, but when a neighbouring rich man, who has lots of sheep and cattle, wants to provide a meal for one of his guests, he embezzles the poor man’s ewe lamb. The result? “David burned with anger against the rich man and said to Nathan, ‘As surely as the Lord lives, the man who did this must die!’” With no apparent personal stake, his empathy comes to the fore.

An interesting example of a supporter of the theory that morality is basically emotional is the nineteenth century Prussian philosopher, Friedrich Nietzsche; ‘interesting’ because he is not motivated by any attachment to, or deep acquaintance with, Hume. In his Beyond Good and Evil and elsewhere, Nietzsche argues that there are two types of morality: master and slave. Slave morality is effectively driven by envy. Master morality is driven by whatever increases or decreases my feeling of power. In either case, I am motivated by my sensations. Along with Marx and Freud, Nietzsche is often held to be one of the most influential thinkers of the last hundred and fifty years.

There are serious problems with Emotivism, of course, which is why it is no longer in vogue. One difficulty lies in its simplistic understanding of what constitutes an emotion. Are emotions the same as sensations? Or as feelings? Is there a rational component to emotions? (It is common nowadays to hear talk of ‘emotional intelligence’.) Are approval and disapproval emotions at all? Remember, I can have a completely technical form of approval, such as when I tick a box at the bottom of a form. 

And yet for all this, Hume’s analysis seems broadly correct, even if the details of how it might be developed are hazy. A good instance of its enduring common-sense appeal can be found in Martha Nussbaum’s Hiding From Humanity (2004). Nussbaum argues passionately against humanity’s predilection for making the emotions of shame and disgust the basis of ethical and legal judgements. Apparently rational moral judgements, she says, when rigorously analysed, can often be seen to emanate from decidedly murky sources.

Note that we can have Hume’s is/ought gap without his theory that moral judgements ride on sentiments or are their cloaks. The is/ought gap simply tells me what moral judgements aren’t – they aren’t derivable from facts. It doesn’t tell me what they are, whether sentiments or anything else.

One way of getting past Hume here is what moral philosophers sometimes call ‘Descriptivism’. Descriptivism holds that moral judgements are facts, albeit of a special kind, unrelated to the true propositions of natural science. Note: they aren’t derivable from facts: they are them. This is a recognisable attempt to usher Natural Law theory back in through the rear entrance, but let us leave that to one side for a moment. Descriptivism looks dubious at first sight, but actually it appeals to some of our most basic intuitions about what constitutes a moral judgement.

Take the judgement, “Torturing babies for fun is immoral”. The reason this is such a beloved chestnut in philosophical circles isn’t because philosophers are all macabre-minded, but because just about everyone – everyone normal, one is tempted to add – agrees it is true. But ‘true’ is an assessment you can only make of potentially factual sentences. Hence, some moral judgements at least (this one being the chief exemplar) must be facts. That is Descriptivism’s claim.

There are lots of problems with this. “It’s true” in this case might simply mean, “I’ll make it true”, as in, “If you torture that baby for fun, I’ll kill you”. It is de facto true because I am prepared to eliminate people in its defence, in the same way that in Nineteen Eighty-Four 2+2=5 is true because Big Brother is prepared to liquidate those who dissent from it. Arguably, such a claim only seems odd because we’re uncomfortable with the idea that there might – as in the case of “If you torture that baby for fun, I’ll kill you” - be benign forms of murderous extremism. This could lead us into the tricky issue of Consensus Reality. If everyone believes X is true, is that sufficient to make it so? But thank God there isn’t space to go into that here.

Luckily again, however, it makes no difference. Because one thing that cannot be denied is that, if torturing babies for fun ever emerges from the laboratory of philosophical speculation and takes on the guise of a practical reform programme, it likely to arouse strong emotions.

Modern Attempts to Bridge the Is/ Ought Gap

IT IS TRUE THAT WE use ‘ought’ in non-moral contexts, eg, Football: ‘you ought not to pass the ball there.’ But ought, here, simply means imprudent, or likely to lead to the loss of the game. It simply means, ‘It involves an objective risk for you to pass the ball there.’ Hence the ‘ought’ in this, and other similar cases, is really an ‘is’ statement in disguise. Hume’s Law on the other hand, is really about moral oughts.

A more serious challenge to Hume’s Law comes from the distinguished modern philosopher, John Searle (1932- ). Searle purports to be able to derive an ‘ought’ from an ‘is’ in five steps


(1) Jones uttered the words, ‘I hereby promise to pay you, Smith, five dollars.’

(2) Jones promised to pay Smith five dollars.

(3) Jones placed himself under (undertook) an obligation to pay Smith five dollars.

(4) Jones is under an obligation to pay Smith five dollars.

(5) Jones ought to pay Smith five dollars.



Most critics however have seen this as circular. According to JL Mackie, for example, “This attempt to validate the obligation of a promise is circular: we have to assume that Jones ought to fulfil his commitment to the promising institution before we can establish, in this way, his obligation to keep his promise to Smith.” (Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong, p70).

In addition, if item number one had been:


(1) Smith uttered the words, ‘I hereby promise to torture small babies for gratuitous reasons.’



It is difficult to see how this could lead to us making the same sort of unqualified assertion in number 5 that Searle makes above. We could not admit that Smith ought to torture young babies for gratuitous reasons. (We can’t have ‘for fun’ here, because you can’t promise to feel an emotion, such as ‘having fun’ clearly is. Despite my best intentions, torturing a baby might turn out to be not very much fun at all). 

Arguably, Searle’s ought is a prudent ‘ought’ in disguise, very much of the order ‘you ought not to move your Rook there.’ Perhaps, ‘You ought to pay Jones five dollars if you expect him to continue to trust you’ is what it is really saying, or ‘You ought to pay Jones five dollars if you think society benefits from a respect for the institution of promising.’

Mackie does not believe that Hume’s Law can survive without qualification, despite his criticisms of Searle. “The popular formulation of the law is misleading,” he says. “From sets of ‘is’ statements which are purely factual, which conceal no value terms, we can derive not only hypothetically imperative ‘ought’ statements, but also moral ones. Admittedly, we do so only by speaking within some institution (eg, the institution of promising, as in Searle’s example), but this can itself be a part of ordinary language ... The forms of reasoning that go with the central moral institutions have been built into ordinary language, and in merely using parts of that language in a standard way we are implicitly accepting certain substantive rules of behaviour.” (Inventing Right and Wrong, p72).

Mackie believes that a single meaning can be found for ought in both moral and non-moral uses. He suggests different types of ‘ought’ - moral, prudential, hypothetically imperative (to do with the good consequences of your actions), and epistemic (to do with knowledge, eg, ‘it ought to have dissolved; I wonder why it didn’t’) - and suggests that, ‘A first attempt at a general equivalent of ‘a ought to G’, might be, ‘There is a reason for a’s G-ing’ (Ibid, p74). The difference between types of ought on this definition, has to do with varieties of reason.

The Oxford (and later Florida) philosopher, RM Hare (1919-2002) attempted to cut the Gordian knot by showing that factual statements and moral statements are logically distinct types of linguistic constructs. ‘Ought’ statements are basically imperatives, with the sole difference that they have been universalised. Eg, if we take the simple imperative, ‘Get out of the way!’, and universalise it (make it applicable to everyone, everywhere), we have, ‘Everyone, at all times and places, must get out of the way.’ Which sounds exactly like a moral injunction.

Hare thought the best way to explain the is/ ought gap, therefore, was in terms of the impossibility of deriving a prescription from a descriptive sentence, or set of descriptive sentences. Given, ‘The door is open, and a gale’s blowing in’ (descriptive sentence), I cannot derive ‘Shut the door!’, because, among other things, I might rather like gales.

Hare’s analysis seems right. Arguably, however, it doesn’t explain so much as re-describe the problem. It doesn’t pretend to address the sources of moral judgements, so leaves untouched the tantalising question of the relation of sentiments/ emotions to moral reasoning. It seems that Hume is almost certainly onto something here, but we will never find out what if we stay within the parameters of Hare’s thinking, however commendable it may be in all other respects.

The World Prior to the World

IN HIS 1950 ESSAY, Language, Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) puts forward the notion that “Language speaks”. Though remarkable, this is not an entirely original notion and something similar can be traced to at least Ferdinand de Saussure’s Course in General Linguistics (1916). However, in its most fully developed form it occurs in the works of the controversial French philosopher, Jacques Derrida (1930-2004). Derrida coined the term “archi-writing” to describe that language which precedes our use of it in both writing and speech. Such a thing might help bolster the notion that stories serve as the initial wellspring of moral values (although it is not a necessary premise), so it is worth examining.

There need be nothing mystical about Derrida’s position. The well-known analytic notion of the “Language Acquisition Device”, originally proposed by Noam Chomsky, may presuppose it. All we need is for language to bear a similarity to numbers, which may or may not precede the writing down and utterance of them (depending on whether you are a realist or a conventionalist). One starting point for making sense of it is Heidegger’s most influential work, Being and Time (1927), since this probably serves as the basis for the later Language, already cited. Heidegger argues there that facts emerge from ‘the World’ in a process of paring down. If true, this could already explain why we cannot derive values from them. For the same reason, for example, that we cannot make oak trees from firewood. 

Because Heidegger’s thinking constitutes a seamless whole, some context is necessary. Page numbers below refer to the Macquarrie and Robinson translation of Being and Time, first published by Blackwell in 1962.

Heidegger begins Being and Time by saying he thinks the question of ‘the meaning of Being’ must in principle be raised again. Part of the reason it has been passed over is that it has been formulated wrongly; if it is to be revived, it must first be adequately formulated.

He argues that traditional ontology (the name given to philosophical attempts to enumerate the number of categories of things in the universe as a whole), which begins with Aristotle, and which has the notion of “substance” at its centre, is radically mistaken. He wishes to replace it with an ontology based on what he calls ‘Dasein’, defined as “the manner of Being which this entity - man himself - possesses” (p32). “Dasein,” he goes on, “is an entity which does not just occur among other entities. Rather, it is ontically distinguished by the fact that, in its very Being, that Being is an issue for it” (p32). In short, “We ourselves are the entities to be analysed” (p67). In an important sense, the question, “What is Dasein?” is equivalent to the question, “What is Being?”

For Heidegger, there must be a way of Being which grounds all possible types of explanation of which the subject is capable, which makes such explanations possible, and which is prior to the very possibility of the subject itself. “‘We’ presuppose truth because ‘we’, being in the kind of Being which Dasein possesses, are ‘in the truth’ ... Truth is what makes possible anything like presupposing” (p270). Dasein is this Being, and also his means of investigating this mode of Being. “Scientific research is not the only manner of Being which this entity can have, nor is it the one that lies closest” (p32). 

So what is this type of Being which is prior to all explanation and subjectivity? Heidegger calls it Being-in-the-World. A word of elucidation is required concerning the word “in” here. Heidegger states that he does not intend it to denote some physical-spatial relationship, eg, “Rapunzel is in the tower.” This type of “being in”, Heidegger always leaves unhyphenated. 

By contrast,


“Being-in [hyphenated] is not a ‘property’ which Dasein sometimes has and sometimes does not have, and without which it could be just as well as it could with it ... Dasein is never primarily a being which is, so to speak, free from being-in, but which sometimes has the inclination to take up a ‘relationship’ toward the world. Taking up relationships toward the world is possible only because Dasein, as being-in-the-world, is as it is” (p84). 



But what is the World? Heidegger believes that before any individual entities can be “discovered” within the World, the whole background, the “World” itself, must already have been “disclosed”. 

For Heidegger, the primordial relationship between Dasein and the World is constituted by Dasein’s use of equipment, aka, the “ready-to-hand”. He is careful to point out that there is no such thing as “an equipment”, but that equipment always belongs to the equipmental totality. This explains why the World must be disclosed before individual entities can be discovered. “Equipment - in accordance with its equipmentality - always is in terms of its belonging to some other equipment: inkstand, pen, ink, paper, blotting pad, table, lamp, furniture, windows, doors, room” (p97). In using a piece of equipment, Dasein must always already “understand” the equipmental totality to which it necessarily refers. Items of equipment function as “signs” which raise the totality of equipment to Dasein’s circumspective concern. “A sign is ... an item of equipment which explicitly raises a totality of equipment into our circumspection so that together with it the worldly character of the ready-to-hand announces itself” (p110).

“Circumspection” is one of Heidegger’s key technical terms, and he sometimes uses it, when discussing equipment, in conjunction with another term: “absorption”. Heidegger describes “circumspection” as being the kind of “sight” which Dasein employs in its manipulation of the ready-to-hand. “Dealings with equipment subordinate themselves to the manifold assignments of the ‘in-order-to’. And the sight with which they thus accommodate themselves is circumspection” (p98). “Absorption” is dealt with on pages 80-81 of Being and Time, although Heidegger does not give an explicit definition of it there. In the context of the manipulation of equipment, however, it is probably roughly well defined by Macquarrie and Robinson in a footnote: “a person [is absorbed] in anything to which he devotes himself fully, whether an activity or another person” (p81). True, Dasein is not a “person”, but the notion of Dasein’s being utterly given over to the task in hand is neatly captured here. Dasein does not deliberate in its use of equipment: it just uses it. In this context, it is absorbed. Just as circumspection involves sight, so in absorption “the issue is one of seeing a primordial structure of Dasein’s Being” (p81). “Sight” is the factor common to both circumspection and absorption. “It corresponds to the ‘clearedness’ which we took as characterizing the disclosedness of the ‘there’ ... All sight is grounded primarily in the understanding” (p187).

Although the primordial relationship between Dasein and the World is constituted by its use of equipment, it would be a gross mistake to suggest that Dasein’s use of equipment is what actually constitutes its Being-in-the-World. The truth is more complex. “The World is that in terms of which the ready-to-hand is ready-to-hand” (p114). In order to get closer to the full meaning of the term “the World”, we must examine what Heidegger calls “the Present-at-hand”. 

Dasein’s uncovering of the present-at-hand occurs, as it were, on the basis of a privation: it is what Dasein’s circumspection “comes up against” (p105) when its use of equipment ceases, eg, because the desired equipment breaks down. “To lay bare what is just present-at-hand and no more, cognition must first penetrate beyond what is ready-to-hand in our concern” (p101). The present-at-hand is not any kind of “logical construction” out of the ready-to-hand, however: it is what makes the ready-to-hand possible. “Only by reason of something present-at-hand ‘is there’ anything ready-to-hand” (p101). It thus possesses a kind of “objective reality”, so much so that Hubert Dreyfus, one of Heidegger’s more sympathetic commentators, can state that Heidegger’s account of the present-at-hand, “unlike Kuhn’s, still leaves room for scientific realism” (Dreyfus, Being In The World, MIT, 1991, p82).

Theoretical deliberation and scientific thought becomes possible for Dasein when the ready-to-hand has been stripped away, and Dasein is confronted with the present-at-hand. In a permanent breakdown of equipment, Dasein is forced into the stance of deliberation and reflective planning. It is in this context that the subject-object relationship arises, and simultaneously, intentionality (which may not play an explicit part in Being and Time, but to the extent that it is the major theme of Basic Problems of Phenomenology, 1927, is probably presupposed in the former) and the possibility of scientific research. 

With all this in mind, let us re-examine one of the quotations we cited earlier.

“Scientific research,” says Heidegger, “is not the only manner of Being which [Dasein] can have, nor is it the one which lies closest” (p32). Scientific research is an investigation into the Present-at-hand, which is only revealed to Dasein when its relationship with the ready-to-hand is interrupted. It implies the existence of a subject, and such an entity is only possible on the grounds of the prior “Being-in-the-world” of Dasein. What is closer to Dasein than scientific research is circumspective absorption in the ready-to-hand, and this constitutes the more primordial manner of its Being.

Having said this, we are now perhaps in a position to understand a basic definition of Being-in-the-World. In accordance with the unspoken canon law of Heidegger scholarship that all “elucidation” of Heidegger is better done as regurgitation than as explanation, we shall let Heidegger himself give this definition.

“Being-in-the-World ... amounts to a non-thematic circumspective absorption in references or assignments constitutive for the readiness-to-hand of a totality of equipment” (p107). “Non-Thematic” is here opposed to the “thematic”. By “thematic”, Heidegger means the way of Being of Dasein which “discovers objects” (for an explanation of “discovery”, see above). The aim of thematizing “is to free the entities we encounter within-the-world, and to free them in such a way that they can ‘throw-themselves-against’ a pure discovering - that is, that they can become ‘Objects’” (p414). Thematizing concerns the Present-at-hand.

This, of course, is only a tentative definition of Being-in-the-World, and it is partly because Heidegger wants to add more detail to it that Being and Time continues for another four hundred pages. But, since one fifth of the way through Being and Time, Heidegger himself considers it a good provisional definition, it will do. 

The important point for us is that in his notion of the “present-at-hand” Heidegger is talking, amongst other things, of the realm of facts. It appears in the circumscription of the World. If it could be shown that the realm of values lies implicit in this prior realm, we should be on our way to preparing a ground for this chapter’s central thesis. 

On the Alleged Priority of the World

A PRIME EXAMPLE OF how alien something like Heidegger’s position is to the analytic tradition can be found in Peter Donovan’s well known essay, Can We Know God Through Experience? “Well known” because in 2008, the British Advanced Level examining board, Edexcel, appointed it as a set text. 

Donovan is a New Zealand university lecturer and his essay appears in the OUP Philosophy of Religion: A Guide and Anthology. He argues the uncontroversial view that religious experience cannot provide knowledge of God. To make the subject more complex, he creates a hypothetical opponent who makes use of Martin Buber’s thought to suggest that religious experience could give a person intuitive knowledge of the divine being.

In his I and Thou (1923), Buber is often held to be a precursor of Heidegger. His division of the existential world into two main types of relationships, the I-Thou, which is personal, intimate, rich and direct, and the I-It, which is impersonal, abstract, instrumental. “The relation to the Thou is direct,” he says. “No system of ideas, no foreknowledge, and no fancy intervene between I and Thou ... In the face of the directness of the relation everything indirect becomes irrelevant” (trans. RG Smith, 1958, p11-12).

In short, Buber’s I-Thou looks something like Heidegger’s Being-in-the-world, and his I-It looks like the latter’s Ontic knowledge. The fact that Buber was a devout Jew and Heidegger a supporter of Nazi-ism is probably all that is responsible for the fact that there is no acknowledgement of I and Thou in Being and Time. Probably both men were influenced by the Phenomenonology of Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) – an indisputable fact in Heidegger’s case, but less certain with Buber.

Donovan imagines his hypothetical religious experiencer arguing, “If God is to be known, relationships with him will inevitably have features appropriate to an I-You rather than an I-It encounter. Why should we expect genuine knowledge of God to be any more capable of analysis, description, or reasoned argument than genuine person-to-person knowledge is?” In short, we could (the hypothetical person argues) have knowledge of God through religious experience, but if so, it would be I-Thou knowledge, rather than I-It. Conveniently, it would then defy sustained analysis.

As a counter to such an argument, Donovan argues that I-You knowledge always presupposes a certain level of I-It knowledge. “Suppose Adam has never actually met Eve, and has only the odd trace (a slender footprint, a strand or two of hair) to go by, in deciding whether there is anyone other than himself in the world. The possibility of external, objective information will then be by far the more important question for him. For without Eve’s existence as an It being established, there is no question at all of her being encountered as a You.”

The problem is that when we first come into the world as infants, we don’t have any I-It knowledge. Our earliest encounters are all I-You affairs (with our parents, the dog, grandmother, etc). It is presumably on those that we build our I-It knowledge. The same could be true for the rest of our lives, for all we know: I-You relationships might always possess a hidden priority. Arguably, if Donovan is right in saying that I-It type knowledge is presupposed in I-You encounters, then all our earliest knowledge would be propositional. But this can’t be the case, otherwise we wouldn’t be able to recognise our parents until we’d learned to use language. It certainly looks as if the non-linguistic awareness of something like Being-in-the-world must precede any I-It knowledge.

But Donovan brings another argument to bear. ‘Experience of’, he says, is not knowledge. Which is also contrary to Heidegger’s thinking – if not the letter, at least the spirit. But here resources exist for a rebuttal within the analytic tradition, because modern epistemologists distinguish between knowledge by acquaintance and propositional knowledge. ‘Experience of’ would be knowledge by acquaintance. After all, it would seem strange to say that if a murder occurs directly in my field of vision, and I do not begin to recognise it for what it is, I have no knowledge of it. A police interrogator may beg to differ, and at the interview all my knowledge by acquaintance will be teased out and will become propositional knowledge. I may then be called as a witness. 

Morality as Emerging from Being-in-the-World

WE MAY TAKE IT AS GIVEN, in any view of the world whatsoever, that ready-to-hand knowledge is prior to the present-at-hand. Heidegger gives us an account of how the two might be related, but his is not the only one possible. Hegel, for example, in his The Phenomenology of Mind provides a grand narrative in which ‘here’ and ‘now’ and ‘this’ emerge from ‘pure immediacy’, and how, ultimately, philosophical thought is possible. Jean-Paul Sartre has fun with the pre-linguistic oddness of individual existents in Nausea, a novel designed to give colour to the existentialist thesis that existence precedes essence. We could add further examples.

One thing is clear from all such accounts, however: the purpose of thought’s work on ‘the World’ is an interconnection of abstractions, rather than an unrelated collection of atomic propositions. Theory, rather than reportage, is its preliminary goal, then true theory, and finally – if such a thing is even possible – a true theory of everything: the indivisibility of the World in (probably mathematical) writing.  

If this is correct, humans are natural theory-producers. As usual in philosophy, original insights are almost impossible to come by, and in this case we should probably doff our caps, among others, to the Structuralists. For Claude Lévi- Strauss (1908-2009), for example, the hallmark of la pensée sauvage is classification, the chief properties of which are interconnectedness and extendability.

But the analytic tradition numbers supporters of a similar idea among its ranks. As one of its most significant modern practitioners, Donald Davidson (1917-2003), puts it, “Beliefs are identified and described only within a dense pattern of beliefs. I can believe a cloud is passing before the sun, but only because I believe that there is a sun, that clouds are made of water vapour, that water can exist in liquid or gaseous form; and so on, without end. No particular list of further beliefs is required to give substance to my belief that a cloud is passing before the sun; but some appropriate set of related beliefs must be there” (Inquiries into Truth and Interpretation, Oxford 1984, p200). 

How does this relate to morality? Well, if we are right that ‘the World’ is primary and we develop theoretical modes of understanding in the process of reacting to it, we would expect not just scientific and quasi-scientific conjecture to emerge, but moral, aesthetic and religious ideas also. In short, the totality of what the Marxists call ‘ideology’.

The question that concerns us here is, in what specific form of theorising does moral thought emerge? I am going to argue that it emerges in the form of stories which are prior to the values they are often thought to illustrate. 

The story of The Three Little Pigs, for example, is not built on the values of strength in numbers, the virtues of doing a job properly and not taking short-cuts, the evils of murder and theft, as if someone once sat down with a predetermined list of those values and wrote or told the tale as a receptacle for them, or a teaching-aid. Rather, it was probably conceived as a rival to older, previous stories in which these values appeared either singly or in conjunction. For we are always born into a nexus of stories. Their totality is the sum of the moral values of any age in their primordial form. Emotions supervene on them, which is why Emotivism is so nearly correct. The formation of moral rules or principles represents a more sophisticated, and always later, level of abstraction.

Evidence for this can be found in the facts that: 


(i) I can fire people up for completely different courses of moral action, depending on the story I tell and 

(ii) there are no values that cannot be contextualised into or out of existence within the right story.



Let us begin with (i). Most of the world’s deepest conflicts have always existed because of a difference in stories. The reason both sides in most wars think they have right on their side is because their national or collective stories support them in that assertion. Victory for either side is only sustainable insofar it establishes the victor’s story as the ‘right’ one. There may be no difference in the abstract moral values both sides hold, except insofar as each is represented in the story of the other. The same is often true of personal conflicts. Take a common example. B grows a line of Cyprus trees to an inordinate height because A built a window into his upstairs bedroom overlooking B’s garden. In A’s story, he simply wanted more light in the house. He installed the window as a legitimate exercise of his property-owning rights. He has no interest in what is going on in B’s garden, and in any case the fence blocks most of his view. Meanwhile, the shade caused by B’s trees has caused the flowers in A’s garden to wither from want of light and moisture (which roots tend to absorb it). In B’s story, A is a morbid character who enjoys spying on people. B too has suffered from the Cyprus trees – they suck moisture from his soil just as much as they do from A’s. But he is a virulent champion of people’s right to privacy.

Notice if you ask A and B, out of the context of their stories, do you believe in the right of property-owners to make alterations to their houses, do you believe in the right to privacy, do you believe that spying is wrong, do you believe that next-door-neighbours should avoid antagonising each other with constructions likely to be perceived as intrusive, both will probably answer, yes. We are back to the story of David and Nathan.

Regarding (ii) - the idea that there are no values that cannot be contextualised into or out of existence within the right story – can it really be true? Think of one of the things most people consider beyond the pale: the Holocaust. If it really was the case that the Jews were a non/sub-human race plotting to take over the world, if they really did practise child-sacrifice, and they really were absolutely venal, and it really was a case of us or them, maybe their extermination would be moral – good for the sake of future generations, whom we would be saving. But of course it isn’t. Nor can we ever excuse anyone on the basis that they believed such a story, since it ought to be obvious to anyone not predisposed to malignancy that it was always nonsense.

As for torturing a baby for fun, maybe it is not so difficult to come up with a story that might make this moral, although it has to be pretty far-fetched. Imagine that a golden age of complete happiness imminently awaits everyone on earth, including, and especially, our baby itself. But only on condition that we torture it for twenty minutes. To be clear: this is the only event that will end the millennia-long pattern of suffering and misery for millions and millions of people, and permanently forestall more of the same by turning it into its utter opposite. Obviously, if we torture the baby ourselves, we will not be torturing it for fun, since we are aware of the situation, but we could draft someone in who is unaware, and who enjoys inflicting pain gratuitously. Imagine also that, unbeknown to the torturer, he would be permanently converted into a good person as a result of doing what he does.

Someone might reply to this by saying that torturing the baby is still wrong, but it is the lesser of two evils. It is a necessary means to an end and outweighed by the resulting good, that’s all. Moral absolutists will want to say this, but arguably it is only meaningful to say an action is always wrong if, by that, you mean it should never be performed under any circumstances. The minute you admit the possibility of an exception, such a doctrine becomes contradictory (‘always
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