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     Occasionally we catch philosophers agreeing, if not on answers then at least on what questions matter.  At present, nearly anyone working in ethics will tell you we need to understand practical reasoning.  And nearly anyone interested in practical reason will tell you we need to know whether one can pursue something without seeing it as good.  I want to ask, of this latter question, whether it really does matter philosophically.  I don’t doubt that we need to understand how value is related to desire, reasons, deliberation, character, choice, action and so on.  But I am worried that the tendency to square off over the guise of the good is a distraction.  Accordingly, I begin by considering why the relation between pursuit and value is philosophically interesting.  Then I argue that if I am right about why it is interesting, we don’t need to settle whether it is possible to pursuing things without seeing them under the aspect of the good.  Instead we should note that guises of the good are one thing and the guise-of-the-good thesis is another.  The former may matter even if the latter does not.      

     As I see it, what makes the guise of the good interesting is that it promises to yield a viable epistemology of value.  Anscombe is the modern oracle.  Channeling Aristotle, Aquinas and Wittgenstein, and repelled by the moral philosophy of her time, she outlines an escape plan for those who would like to understand how we negotiate the so-called fact value gap.  The rough idea is that if you want to see how the world can guide evaluative thought you need to look at a particular kind of thought that is neither value judgment per se nor evaluatively neutral factual belief.  In this kind of thought, one looks at what a person is pursuing and tries to make sense of the pursuit in terms of the point the agent sees in it.

     Suppose, for example, that that you notice me spray painting my shoe.  You ask why I am doing that, and I reply that this way my left shoe will weigh a little more than my right.  You ask why I want the left shoe to weigh a little more.  Now suppose I just look at you blankly and say, “That’s it.”  I seem not to understand your puzzlement.  You grasp for straws.  “Is this some sort of performance art, on the theme of asymmetry?”  “No.”  “Is someone going to weigh your shoes as part of some game?”  “No.  Why do you ask?”  Anscombe’s thought is that anyone who understands what the question is must be at least dimly aware that we have not reached an answer.  There are, she thinks, answers that could close off this line of questioning, and part of understanding the question “Why?”  is having some grip on the difference between answers that can be stopping points and answers that cannot.  Perhaps I say, “Well, I have this inner ear problem and the paint helps me keep my balance.”  There is still plenty to be puzzled about here.  One might wonder how I could believe such a small adjustment will affect my balance.  But we have reached a turning point in the sequence of “Why?” questions.  If you profess puzzlement about why I want to keep my balance, it will be you and not I who has become difficult to interpret.  It will be my turn to try and figure you out.

     Crucially, Anscombe is an objectivist about the distinction between answers that can be the end of the story and answers that cannot.  If someone says, “Oh now I get it, he’s making the left shoe a bit heavier than the right,” and acts as if no further elaboration need be available, we will have to consider whether she is being sarcastic, perhaps, or whether she is just not trying to understand the overall pursuit.  In the end we may be forced to conclude that she is as much in the dark as anyone else.  So on Anscombe’s view, success in this sort of understanding is a world-guided affair.  The extent to which one can succeed depends, in part, on whether the behavior falls under the right sort of description.

     It is not my purpose here to defend Anscombe’s remarks, at least not to the death.  I am just considering why the guise of the good thesis is interesting, and I am using Anscombe to get at that.  Still, it may help to consider a couple of worries one might have.

     One worry is that the notions of intelligibility and understanding in play here come down to familiarity.  True, some descriptions are stopping points and others are not, but maybe the difference is just that some descriptions make the behavior familiar to the questioner and others do not.  Adding weight to left shoes is not an activity with which most of us are familiar, whereas keeping our balance is, and that’s all there is to the difference in intelligibility.  This makes intelligibility less objective than Anscombe thinks it is.  Different people will be familiar with different things, so the answers that can be stopping points will vary from person to person.

     I do not think we can rest, though, with this reduction to familiarity.  Imagine a person who habitually interprets other people’s emotions as being about him.  When people are obviously annoyed, for instance, he systematically assumes they are annoyed with him.  He has no idea why he does this.  It makes no sense to him.  In therapy, though, he talks with others who do the same thing.  They’ve been there.  They know what it’s like.  That is, they know what it’s like to do this thing that they cannot understand.  If understanding came down to familiarity, they would understand it.  But they don’t.  Similar remarks apply to procrastination.  Some delaying makes sense, but a lot does not, and yet many of us are intimately familiar with the kind that does not.

     A second worry is that any baffling example can be redescribed in a way that makes it intelligible.  Faced, for instance, with Raz’s claim that “I cannot choose to have coffee because I love Sophocles,
” the philosopher goes to work.  What if I believe Sophocles used coffee to heighten his creative powers?  Can’t I then choose to have coffee as a kind of tribute, perhaps as part of a ceremony marking the date of his death?  So I can too choose to drink coffee because I love Sophocles!

     This sort of response misses the point.  One might even say it makes Anscombe’s point.  Raz aside, Anscombe will agree that this sort of redescription is often, perhaps always, possible.  Her point is that in crafting the new example, one deploys one’s knowledge of what sorts of descriptions make for intelligibility and what sorts do not.  One does not invent just any old redescription.  Rather, one cleverly exploits the sort of description that can make sense of the choice.  Philosophers do this without reflecting on what they are doing.  Anscombe just wants to suggest that by reflecting on the knowledge that we deploy in crafting these examples, we can begin to understand how the world guides our thought about value.

     To pick up the story, then, we need to get value in here somewhere.  As I said, the rough idea is that success in the kind of understanding that dispels Anscombe’s question “Why?” occupies a position beyond evaluatively innocent factual description, but short of value judgment per se.  By value judgment per se I mean the act of judging, of something, that it is good.  And by judging of something that it is good I mean judging that it is actually desirable.  To judge of something that it is actually desirable is not necessarily to judge that it is to be pursued all things considered.  Having decided that the swerve control feature is actually desirable I may, upon learning that only the V6 has that feature, abandon my plan to get the swerve control feature.  I go right on thinking the swerve control feature is actually desirable.  But I judge that, all things considered, it’s better to go with the 4 cylinder.  It’s just that you can’t have everything that’s actually desirable.

     In contrast with judging of things that they are good, however, we also judge of certain kinds of things that they are good kinds of things.  I am not sure this will seem like much of a contrast, but I want to suggest that it is.  Claims about what sorts of things are good sorts of things are quite unambitious, in comparison with claims about what is good.  Note, for instance, that one can hold that pleasure is a good sort of thing without holding that all pleasures are good.  This is as easy as holding that a cat is a four-legged kind of thing without holding that all cats have four legs.  It seems to me simply true that a cat is a four-legged kind of thing.  But to say this is not to say of anything that it has four legs.  Likewise it seems to me simply true that pleasure is a good sort of thing.  But again, to say this is not to say of anything that it is good.

     This is not the place to hash out precisely what we are saying, when we say a cat is a four-legged kind of thing.  What matters is this.  In saying this thing about cats we do not rule out the possibility of, say, three legged cats.  But we do rule out the possibility of three legged cats of a certain sort.  If we discovered groups of cats with three legs, we could under some circumstances find ourselves having to rethink whether a cat is a four-legged kind of thing.  The situation could resemble that of a researcher who comes upon some flying squirrels, and is thereby forced to revise her earlier view that a squirrel is a flightless sort of thing.  So at least some claims of the form “An F is a G sort of thing,” do have some content.  Roughly, they say every F is such that either it is G or a certain range of conditions obtains.  Thus, for example, “A cat is a four legged kind of thing” says every cat is such that either it has four legs, or it has lost one or more legs, or it had a birth defect, or some practical joker bred some three-legged cats, or…, where not just anything belongs on this list.  If the cat’s romping around on its three legs gets to look too much like the flying squirrel’s gliding around on its extra skin, complete with a wider population of interbreeding three legged cats, then the cat too will start to look like a counterexample.

     Applying our analysis of “An F is a G sort of thing” to value, now, we get:

“An F is a good sort of thing” says every F is such that either it is good or…, where not just anything belongs on the list.

Thus, for example, “A pleasure is a good sort of thing” says every pleasure is such that either it is good or a certain range of conditions obtains.  This leaves room, though, for the idea that the pleasures of the torturer (or the school kid who likes offering to share his cookie and then dashing the hopes of his classmates by giving them tiny crumbs) are not good.  Whether a pleasure is good may depend on what the pleasure is taken in.  The “…” part of the analysis covers the relevant conditions.

     The analysis connects the idea of a good sort of thing with the idea of a thing’s being good.  How does Anscombe use this connection to explain our knowledge that things are good?  The idea is that unless the conditions mentioned in the “…” clause do obtain, a thing’s belonging to a good sort suffices as a ground for knowledge that it is good.  In Anscombe’s terms, a thing’s being F, where an F is a good sort of thing, is “brute relative to” that thing’s being good.
  Let’s suppose, for instance, that the satisfaction of a need is a good sort of thing.  This means that barring conditions in the relevant range, a thing’s being a satisfaction of a need is adequate to ground knowledge that it is good.  The inference does not always go through.  For instance, the fact that something satisfies the Hell’s Angels’ need for an image makeover does not show that it is good.  Nevertheless, the fact that something satisfies your choir’s need for more tenors may suffice as a ground for knowledge that it is good.

     Now I think we have the materials to sketch the Anscombian epistemology of value.  Suppose it occurs to me that I’m spending a lot of time running to the third floor to use my computer.  It would be convenient, I think, to have a computer on the first floor.  How do I know it would be convenient?  I know it on the basis of factual circumstances of the sort just mentioned; this way I can check my e-mail without having to run upstairs.  These facts are “brute relative to” the conclusion that it would be convenient to have a computer downstairs.  They may not entail that it is convenient, but they can still ground knowledge.  Having ascertained that it would be convenient to have a computer on the first floor, I use my knowledge that convenience is a good sort of thing.  How do I know convenience is a good sort of thing?  I know it through my grasp of the Anscombian question “Why?”  To understand that question, recall, is to understand what sorts of answers can be stopping points and what cannot.  Convenience is the sort of thing that can be a stopping point.  If you pretend to be baffled by my desire to have convenient access to something I use all the time, you are the one who will need to elaborate.  This is how we know that convenience is a good sort of thing.

     But of course we still have not arrived at knowledge that this instance of the convenient is good.  Not all instances of the convenient are good.  These days children have convenient access to pornography.  A domestic dispute may escalate because a weapon happens to be lying around.  Here Anscombe will say that although the fact that a thing is convenient does not entail that it is good, it is brute relative to that conclusion.  In other words, it is going to show that the thing is good unless something stops it, and only certain sorts of things can stop it.  In the story of me and my e-mail, there appears to be nothing to stop it.  Hence, my not having to run upstairs all the time to check my e-mail is not only convenient, it is actually desirable, that is, good.

     Needless to say, convenience is but one example.  To generate more examples of good sorts of things, we just think about what sorts of things can terminate a series of “Why?” questions.  Here is a short list of examples.  I’ve used adjectives, but one can add “the,” as in “the convenient.”

Interesting

Bold

Amusing

Organized

Accurate

Comfortable

Accomplished

Tidy

Pure

Free

Strong

Tasty

Safe

Intelligible

Peaceful

Productive

Each of these has instances that are not good, I think.  Yet each picks out a good sort of thing.  Roadside carnage is interesting, even fascinating, particularly if the victims are human.  Some dead baby jokes are funny – we’ve all struggled not to laugh at sick humor.  Antifreeze is tasty, and lethal, to dogs.  Voldemort is a highly accomplished wizard, a great wizard, in fact, but this instance of the great is terrible, not good.  A tidied up crime scene is often not a good instance of the tidy.  Counterexamples like these can make the list seem philosophically uninteresting.  Anscombe is almost unique, at least in our time, in suggesting that our capacity to construct such a list is what makes evaluative knowledge possible.

     What makes evaluative knowledge possible, on the Anscombian view, is the same thing that makes most any knowledge possible.  To know whether something is a snake, say, or whether something is frozen, you have to understand the question at hand.  You have to know what is being asked in asking whether this thing is a snake, or whether that thing is frozen.  Moreover, knowing what is being asked means knowing what sorts of considerations count for and against different answers.  You need to know, for example, the relevance of the question whether the thing walks or slithers, or what heat would do to it.  And then you use this grasp of what counts as evidence to infer, from what you already know about the thing, that it is or is not a snake, is or is not frozen, and so on.  Likewise, understanding a question like “Would it be a good idea to get the brakes checked?” means knowing what sorts of things would count for and against different answers to that question.  And this is in turn means knowing what is and is not a good sort of thing.  Our grasp of what does and does not belong on the list of stopping points for a series of “Why?” questions is thus vital to our capacity to know of something that it is good.  But what goes on the list is an objective matter.  It is available to anyone who understands what is requested in asking “Why?”

     Philosophers familiar with the term “thick concept,” a well-worn term of art in recent ethics, may be inclined to see the above as a list of thick concepts.  But being a thick concept is not enough to get something on the list.  Something can count as a thick concept even if the value judgment associated with it is false.  “Unchaste” counts as a thick concept even if the evaluation it presupposes is not true.  But to earn a place on Anscombe’s list, an entry must actually be a good sort of thing.  Again, Anscombe’s objectivism is showing here.  But it is a modest kind of objectivism, because the claim that something is a good kind of thing is not too ambitious.  The modest objectivism does have garishly objectivist implications, though, when coupled with the idea that “good sort” is brute relative to “good.”

     A second difference between thick concepts and good sorts of things is that the evaluations that figure in thick concepts generally rest on some presumed connection with items on our list.  Chastity takes us to items like the pure and the clean, for instance, as opposed to the impure, the spoiled and the filthy.  This is what makes it possible to think critically about the concept.  One can consider whether the behaviors that count as chaste are instances of the pure and the clean at all, and whether they are desirable instances, especially in view of other items on the list, like the free and the pleasant and the bold. 

    Let’s go back, now, to the project of this paper.  The project was first to consider what makes guises of the good interesting, and then to suggest that in view of why it is interesting, we don’t need to settle whether one can pursue a thing without seeing it as good.  So far we are not even done explaining why the guise of the good is interesting.  I have only provided a review, or maybe a sympathetic reconstruction, of Anscombe on how we know the good.  The notion of an aspect, guise or species of the good has not yet appeared.

     Or has it?

     I think it has, under the guise -- if I may use that word -- of a good sort of thing.  When philosophers say things like “Everything wanted is wanted under the aspect of the good,” what they are trying to say, I think, is that everything wanted is wanted under one or another description “F,” such that the F is a good sort of thing.  To want something under a description, moreover, is for that description to lie at the end of a sequence of answers to “Why?” questions.  Thus, for example, a computer on the first floor is something you want under the description “convenient” if the reason why you want it winds up in an appeal to the convenience of it.  And if the reason does wind up there, that suffices to qualify you as wanting the thing under the aspect, guise, or species of the good.  It suffices because the convenient is a good sort of thing.

     Notice that on this view it is misleading to speak of the guise of the good as if there were just one.  If a guise of the good is just a good sort of thing then there are as many guises, aspects or species of the good as there are items on the list of stopping points.
 

     Now at last we can say why guises of the good are interesting.  They are interesting for the same reason that good sorts of thing are interesting.  This is unsurprising, since they come to the same.  Good sorts of thing are interesting because by noticing that they exist, that they lie between pure fact and value judgment per se, and that we grasp them through our understanding of the question “Why?” we can understand how we know what is good.  This is more than any noncognitivist or nonnaturalist can give us, and it spans the gap without reducing value to fact, so we really ought to be riveted by guises of the good.

     Now let’s turn to the traditional dispute about the guise of the good.  This is a dispute about a class of claims linking pursuit to the perception of value.  The class includes the following:

i) Everything wanted is wanted under the aspect of the good

ii) In acting intentionally, one necessarily aims at something one sees as good

iii) Nothing can count as a person’s reason for acting unless it links the action to something the agent sees as good

Do we need to know whether these claims are true?  If these claims are just crazy, that seems worth knowing.  And they will be crazy, if we take seeing something as good, or under the aspect of the good, as judging or believing the thing to be good.
  Counterexamples abound, but we need look no further than Satan, who wants to do evil, acts intentionally, has his reasons, and is under no illusion that the things he does are good.  Indeed, the thought that his instances of corruption, pestilence, and ruination are good would take the fun out of it for him.

     But my suggestion is that the reason philosophers reach for these curious words “aspect,” “guise,” and “species,” rather than just saying you can’t pursue anything unless you think it is good, is that they are trying to say something else.  They are trying to say that you can’t pursue anything except under some description “F,” such that the F is a good sort of thing, a thing belonging to the list begun above.
  If that is what they are trying to say, then what they are saying is not crazy.  We can easily imagine, for instance, that Satan’s desires terminate in good sorts of things, without imagining that he thinks the things he wants are good.  This is just what Anscombe does imagine:

     ‘Evil be thou my good’ is often thought to be senseless in some way.  Now all that concerns us here is that ‘What’s the good of it?’ is something that can be asked until a desirability characterization has been reached and made intelligible.  If then the answer to this question at some stage is ‘The good of it is that it’s bad,’ this need not be unintelligible; one can go on to say ‘And what is the good of its being bad?’ to which the answer might be condemnation of good as impotent, slavish and inglorious.  Then the good of making evil my good is my intact liberty in the unsubmissiveness of my will.

     David Velleman reads this as suggesting that Satan is moved by a thought of good.  And he notes that this makes Satan look like a lover of the good, a “rather sappy Satan.
”  But I am suggesting that to read her more charitably we should take her to mean that Satan is moved, not by a thought that something is good, but by a thought of a good sort of thing.  Her suggestion is that what qualifies Satan as seeing his bad acts under the aspect of some good is the fact that intact liberty in the unsubmissiveness of one’s will is a good sort of thing.  What Satan knows as well as anyone, though, is that this particular instance of intact liberty in the unsubmissiveness of his will is not good.  He is under no illusion about that.  There is nothing sappy about Satan, so construed.  He is not moved by any thought of good, since he does not think what he is doing is good.  Moreover, we can see why the thought that his deeds are good would take the fun out of it for him.  He won’t be demonstrating his intact will and unsubmissiveness unless he acts badly.

     On a charitable reading, the disputed claims are not crazy.  This is not to say they are true.  But is there any urgency about this residual dispute?  At least one author has chosen to set it aside.  In an article called “Putting Rationality in its Place,” Warren Quinn argues, not that desires are necessarily for things-seen-as-good, but that if a desire is to “rationalize action” it must be for something seen as good.  Inspired by similar examples from Anscombe and Foot, he deploys a thought experiment in which someone goes around turning on radios:

     Suppose I am in a strange functional state that disposes me to turn on radios that I see to be turned off.  Given the perception that a radio in my vicinity is off, I try, all other things being equal, to get it turned on.  Does this state rationalize my choices?  Told nothing more than this, one may certainly doubt that it does.  But in the case I am imagining, this is all there is to the state.  I do not turn the radios on in order to hear music or get news.  It is not that I have an inordinate appetite for entertainment or information.  Indeed, I do not turn them on in order to hear anything.

      What is interesting about Quinn’s approach is that he is “careful not to raise the question” whether the person in the example has a desire to turn on radios, or wants to turn on radios.
  Quinn’s attitude appears to be, “Call it a desire if you want.  Then my thesis is that among desires, the ones that rationalize are the one’s that are connected with value in some way.”  The effect of this is to focus our attention on the kinds of things that can make sense of a pursuit, and to set aside questions about whether all pursuit is oriented to the good.  In focusing attention on what can make sense of a pursuit, Quinn is directing us to the knowledge we have of what sorts of things can terminate a series of “Why?” questions.  It is that knowledge, I claimed, that Anscombe wants to use to explain evaluative knowledge.  So Quinn’s handling of the issues takes us to what I said was interesting about the guise of the good, while leaving aside the residual puzzle about whether everything pursued is pursued under the aspect of the good.  It homes in on guises of the good while leaving the guise-of-the-good thesis aside.

     Note also that Quinn does not say guises of the good are the only things that can make sense of a desire.  As Michael Stocker points out, sometimes a desire is made intelligible not by the nature of its object but by the attitude or emotion from which it flows, as when we act from hatred or anger.
  When that happens there may be nothing in the nature of what is wanted that makes sense of the desire.  One may have to look behind the desire, so to speak, rather than in front of it.  Such cases are counterexamples to the guise-of-the-good thesis, because they are cases where what is wanted is not wanted under any guise of the good.  But now that we have separated the guise of the good thesis from the idea that guises of the good can help us understand the epistemology of value, we can agree.  The Anscombian position, as I understand it, is that in order to understand how we know something is good we have to look in front of desire, and notice that some objects of desire make the wanting intelligible and others do not.

     Given that such a position is possible, and that it addresses what is interesting about the guise of the good, it is unclear why we need to resolve the residual dispute.  There will be those who want to defend the guise-of-the-good thesis against these and other counterexamples, and I am not out to deter them.  But I suggest that we pause and ask what actually hangs on that dispute.  Meanwhile we should be enthralled with guises of the good themselves, because they may well tell us how we know things are good.
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