The Nature of Ethical Disagreement

Charles L. Stevenson

How can reason help decide moral issues? An influential answer is pro-
vided in the next selection, written by Charles L. Stevenson {1908-1979),
who was Professor of Philosophy at the University of Michigan. He be-
lieves that ethical disagreements often involve factual disputes, which are
open to possible resolution by the methods of science. Once we agree on
the relevant facts, our ethical disagreement may be resolved. But which
facts, if any, are in question? We can tell only by analyzing the reasons
that support our moral judgments.

1
When people disagree about the value of something—one saying that
it is good or right and another that it is bad or wrong—by what meth-
ods of argument or inquiry can their disagreement be resolved? Can
it be resolved by the methods of science, or does it require methods
of some other kind, or is it open to no rational solution at all?

The question must be clarified before it can be answered. And the
word that is particularly in need of clarification, as we shall see, is the
word “disagreement.”

Let us begin by noting that “disagreement” has two broad senses:
In the first sense it refers to what I shall call “disagreements in belief.”
This occurs when Mr. A believes p, when Mr. B believes not-p, or some-
thing incompatible with p, and when neither is content to let the be-
lief of the other remain unchallenged. Thus doctors may disagree in
belief about the causes of an illness; and friends may disagree in be-
lief about the exact date on which they last met.
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In the second sense the word refers to what I shall call “disagree-
ment in attitude.” This occurs when Mr. A has a favorable attitude to
something, when Mr. B has an unfavorable or less favorable attitude
to it, and when neither is content to let the other’s attitude remain
unchanged. The term “attitude” . . . designates any psychological
disposition of being for or against something. Hence love and hate are
relatively specific kinds of attitudes, as are approval and disapproval,
and so on. :

This second sense can be illustrated in this way: Two men are plan-
ning to have dinner together. One wants to eat at a restaurant that the
other doesn’t like. Temporarily, then, the men cannot “agree” on
where to dine. Their argument may be trivial, and perhaps only half
serious; but in any case it represents a disagreement in affitude. The
men have divergent preferences and each is trying to redirect the
preference of the other—though normally, of course, each is willing
to revise his own preference in the light of what the other may say.

Further examples are readily found. Mrs. Smith wishes to cultivate
only the four hundred; Mr. Smith is loyal to his old poker-playing
friends. They accordingly disagree, in attitude, about whom to invite
to their party. The progressive mayor wants modern school buildings
and large parks; the older citizens are against these “newfangled”
ways; so they disagree on civic policy. These cases differ from the one
about the restaurant only in that the clash of attitudes is more serious
and may lead to more vigorous argument.

The difference between the two senses of “disagreement” is essen-
tially this: the first involves an opposition of beliefs, both of which
cannot be true, and the second involves an opposition of attitudes,
both of which cannot be satisfied.

Let us apply this distinction to a case that will sharpen it. Mr. A be-
lieves that most voters will favor a proposed tax and Mr. B disagrees
with him. The disagreement concerns attitudes-—those of the voters—
but note that A and B are not disagreeing in attitude. Their disagree-
meit is én belief about attitudes. It is simply a special kind of disagree-
ment in belief, differing from disagreement in belief about head
colds only with regard to subject matter. It implies not an opposition
of the actual attitudes of the speakers but only of their beliefs about
certain attitudes. Disagreement ¢ attitude, on the other hand, implies
that the very attitudes of the speakers are opposed. A and B may have
opposed beliefs about attitudes without having opposed attitudes, just
as they may have opposed beliefs about head colds without having op-
posed head colds. Hence we must not, from the fact that an argument
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is concerned with attitudes, infer that it necessarily involves disagree-
ment in attitude.

2

We may now turn more directly to disagreement about values, with
particular reference to normative ethics. When people argue about
what is good, do they disagree in belief, or do they disagree in atti-
tude? . . . Tt must be readily granted that ethical arguments usually
involve disagreement in belief; but they also involve disagreement int
attitude. And the conspicuous role of disagreement in attitude is what
we usually take, whether we realize it or not, as the distinguishing fea-
ture of ethical arguments. For example:

Suppose that the representative of a union urges that the wage
level in a given company ought to be higher—that it is only right that
the workers receive more pay. The company representative urges in
reply that the workers ought to receive no more than they get. Such
an argument clearly represents a disagreement in attitude. The union
is for higher wages; the company is against them, and neither is con-
tent to let the other's attitude remain unchanged. In addition to this
disagreement in attitude, of course, the argument may represent no
little disagreement in belief. Perhaps the parties disagree about how
much the cost of living has risen and how much the workers are sufe
fering under the present wage scale. Or perhaps they disagree about
the company's earnings and the extent to which the company could
raise wages and still operate at a profit. Like any typical ethical arguo-
ment, then, this argument involves both disagreement in attitude and
disagreement in belief.

It is easy to see, however, that the disagreement in attitude playsa uni-
fying and predominating role in the argument. This is so in two ways:

In the first place, disagreement in attitude determines what beliefs
are relevant to the argument. Suppose that the company affirms that
the wage scale of fifty years ago was far lower than it is now. The union
will immediately urge that this contention, even though true, 15 irrel-
evant. And it is irrelevant simply because information about the wage
level of fifty years ago, maintained under totally different circum-
stances, is not likely to affect the present attitudes of either party. To
be relevant, any belief that is introduced into the argument must be

one that is likely to lead one side or the other to have a different atti- .

tude, and so reconcile disagreement in attitude. Attitudes are often
functions of beliefs. We often change our attitudes to something
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when we change our beliefs about it; just as a child ceases to want to
touch a live coal when he comes to believe that it will burn him. Thus
in the present argument any beliefs that are at all likely to alter atti-
tudes, such as those about the increasing cost of living or the financial
state of the company, will be considered by both sides to be relevant
to the argument. Agreement in belief on these matters may lead to
agreement in attitude toward the wage scale. But beliefs that are likely
to alter the attitudes of neither side will be declared irrelevant. They
will have no bearing on the disagreement in attitude, with which both
parties are primarily concerned. ’

In the second place, ethical argument usually terminates when dis-
agreement in attitude terminates, even though a certain amount of
disagreement in belief remains. Suppose, for instance, that the com-
pany and the union continue to disagree in belief about the increasing
cost of living, but that the company, even so, ends by favoring the
higher wage scale. The union will then be content to end the argu-
ment and will cease to press its point about living costs. It may bring up
that point again, in some future argument of the same sort, or in urg-
ing the righteousness of its victory to the newspaper columnists; but
for the moment the fact that the company has agreed in attitude is suf-
ficient to terminate the argument. On the other hand: suppose that
both parties agreed on all beliefs that were introduced into the argu-
ment, but even so continued to disagree in attitude. In that case nei-
ther party would feel that their dispute had been successfully termi-
nated. They mightlook for other beliefs that could be introduced into
the argument. They might use words to play on each other’s emction.
They might agree (in attitude) to submit the case to arbitration, both
feeling that a decision, even if strongly adverse to one party or the
other, would be preferable to a continued impasse. Or, perhaps, they
might abandon hope of settling their dispute by any peaceable means.

In many other cases, of course, men discuss ethical topics without
having the strong, uncompromising attitudes that the present exam-
ple has illustrated. They are often as much concerned with redirecting
their own attitudes, in the light of greater knowledge, as with redi-
recting the attitudes of others. And the attitudes involved are often al-
truistic rather than selfish. Yet the abdve example will serve, so long as
that is understood, to suggest the nature of ethical disagreement.
Both disagreement in attitude and disagreement in belief are involved,
but the former predominates in that (1) it determines what sort of
disagreement in belief is relevantly disputed in a given ethical argu-
ment, and (2) it determines by its continued presence or its resolution
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whether or not the argument has been settled. We may see further
how intimately the two sorts of disagreement are related: since atti-
tudes are often functions of beliefs, an agreement in belief may lead
people, as a matter of psychological fact, to agree in attitude.

3

Having discussed disagreement, we may turn to the broad question
that was first mentioned, namely, By what methods of argument or in-
quiry may disagreement about matters of value be resolved?

It will be obvious that to whatever extent an argument involves dis-
agreement in belief, it is open to the usual methods of the sciences. If
these methods are the only rational methods for supporting beliefs—
as I believe to be so, but cannot now take time to discuss—then sci-
entific methods are the only rational methods for resolving the dis-
agreement in belief that arguments about values may include.

But if science is granted an undisputed sway in reconciling beliefs, it
does not thereby acquire, without qualification, an undisputed sway in
reconciling attitudes. We have seen that arguments about values in-
clude disagreement in attitude, no less than disagreement in belief,
and that in certain ways the disagreement in attitude predominates. By
what methods shall the latter sort of disagreement be resolved?

The methods of science are still available for that purpose, but
only in an indirect way. Initially, these methods have only to do with
establishing agreement in belief. If they serve further to establish
agreement in attitude, that will be due simply to the psychological
fact that altered beliefs may cause altered attitudes. Hence scientific
methods are conclusive in ending arguments about values only to the
extent that their success in obtaining agreement in belief will in turn
lead to agreement in attitude.

In other words, the extent to which scientific methods can bring
about agreement on values depends on the extent to which a corn-
monly accepted body of scientific beliefs would cause us to have a
commonly accepted set of attitudes.

How much is the development of science likely to achieve, then,
with regard to values? To what extent would common beliefs lead to
common attitudes? It is, perhaps, a pardonable enthusiasm to hope
that science will do everything—to hope that in some rosy future,

when all men know the consequences of their acts, they will all have .

common aspirations and live peaceably in complete moral accord.
But if we speak not from our enthusiastic hopes but from our present
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knowledge, the answer must be far less exciting. We usually do not
know, at the beginning of any argument about values, whether an
agreement in belief, scientifically established, will lead to an agree-
ment in attitude or not. It is logically possible, at least, that two men
should continue to disagree in attitude even though they had all their
beliefs in commeon, and even though neither had made any logical or
inductive error, or omitted any relevant evidence. Differences in tem-
perament, or in early training, or in social status, might make the men
retain different attitudes even though both were possessed of the
complete scientific truth. Whether this logical possibility is an empiri-
cal likelihcod 1 shall not presume to say; but it is unquestionably a
possibility that must not be left out of account.

To say that science can always settle arguments about value, we have
seen, is to make this assumption: Agreement in attitude will always be
consequent upon complete agreement in belief, and science can al-
ways bring about the latter. Taken as purely heuristic, this assumption
has its usefulness. It leads people to discover the discrepancies in their
beliefs and to prolong enlightening argument that may lead, as a mat-
ter of fact, from commonly accepted beliefs to commonly accepted at-
titudes. It leads peopie to reconcile their attitudes in a rational, perma-
nent way, rather than by rhapsody or exhortation. But the assumption
is nothing more, for present knowledge, than a heuristic maxim. It is
wholly without any proper foundation of probability. I conclude, there-
fore, that scientific methods cannot be guaranteed the definite role in
the so-called normative sciences that they may have in the natural sci-
ences. Apart from a heuristic assumption to the contrary, it is possible
that the growth of scientific knowledge may leave many disputes about
values permanently unsolved. Should these disputes persist, there are
nonrational methods for dealing with them, of course, such as impas-
sioned, moving oratory. But the purely intellectual methods of science,
and indeed, afl methods of reasoning, may be insufficient to settle dis-
putes about values even though they may greatly help to do so.

Study Questions

1. How do disagreements in belief. differ from disagreements in
attitude?
. Can science ever help resolve a moral disagreement?
3. Are disagreements in belief about attitudes the same as disagree-
ments in attitude?
4. Do disagreements in attitude predominate in a moral disagreement?
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