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On the Objectivity of Facts,
Beliefs, and Values

Woltgang Spohn

Department of Philosophy, University of Konstanz

Rather than attempting to advance the well-belabored topic of objec-
tivity, my focus in this chapter is modest: to introduce some distinc-
tions for conceptual clarity, to sketch the routes to objectivity that
appear most plausible against the background of the current discus-
sion, and to point out some errors that unnecessarily heighten present
contusions.

[ distinguish between a notion of objectivity accruing to facts and
thus to objects and properties and building on ontological indepen-
dence and a quite different notion of objectivity accruing to beliefs and
idealizing intersubjective agreement. [ will show that the latter notion
i1s in principle applicable to values as well. The difference is only that
there are stronger specific reasons for hoping for objectivity in the case
of beliets and stronger specific reasons for restricting claims to objec-

tivity in the case of values. I begin with the objectivity of facts and then
proceed to that ot beliefs and values.

On the Objectivity of Facts

When Hume was struggling with and despairing of the objectivity of
objects, his concern was about the continuity and independence of
external objects.! External to what? The answer is not really impor-
tant; I shall return to the point. Continuity 1s not so important either;
there are also discontinuous but perfectly objective objects.?2 The cru-
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' cial feature of objects that makes for their objectivity is their indepen-

dence. How is independence here to be understood?’ It is ontological
- independence from us; this has always been intended as one basic sense

of objectivity. | .
. What is ontological independence? An object X ontologically de-

pends on an object Y if X cannot exist without Y, if it is metaphysically

1mp0551ble that X exists, but not Y. For instance, cach human being

éontologically depends on its mother, or has its mother essentially. Con-

.......

 versely, X is ontologically independent from Y, if X might exist even if
'Y does not exist.
" And who is “us” in this context? There is a little vagueness here. If it
is to be the whole of humankind, then Henry Ford or, respectively, my
ancestors and I must be exempt from it in order for Ford or myself to
‘acquire objective existence. So, “us” rather refers to hUman- minf:ls.
“This secures my objective existence; [ may lose my mind and still exist.
‘But the vagueness persists. My perceptions ontologically depend on
“my mind but not on other minds or objects?; still, I do not see why my
“perceptions should be denied objective existence. |
~ The same vagueness affects, by the way, the notion of an extetlfnal

object. External means here “spatially external to us,” and so we might
again wonder who is us. But it 1s not so import*ant to resplve the
“vagueness. The objectivity issue is not about potential borc}erlm'e cases
like my perceptions, me, or my Ford, but rather about objects 1n gen-
~eral, no matter how we draw the borderline. |
" In one way or the other, it was always skepticism that motivated the
_general denial of the objective existence of objects. If we f{)ll.ow,, for
" instance, Berkeley’s idealistic doctrine esse est percip (tonbﬁ? is to be
_perceived) or conceive of external objects in a phenomen{ahstm way as
 mere constructions from sense data, then objects ontologically depend
on perceptions or perceiving subjects and are not objectiveﬁ_()r if we
~ follow more sophisticated Kantian idealism or 1ts modern hemtage, the
" many variants of constructivism, then the external world and its ob-
~jects ontologically depend on our concepts; the world and the objects
" could not be what they are if our concepts would not be what they are,
if we would conceive them with different concepts. Again, they are not
objective.®

[ think, and many have thought so before, that this comes to a

straightforward refutation of all these kinds of phenomenalism or con-
structivism. No motive can be good enough for going ontologically




174 Woltgang Spohn

crazy. We may indeed be tempted to endorse such doctrines, but then
the only reasonable response is to stop the temptation and to inquire
what has led us so far astray.

This might have been the skeptical question —how do we know that
objects are objective? —temptingly suggesting that we cannot really
know. Well, how do we know anything? And in particular how do we
know about counterfactuals (such as objectivity claims)? These are
good questions, and even if we have some way of answering the first
general one, the second about counterfactuals may remain mind-bog-
gling. There is every reason for the vigorous interest in counterfactuals
in the last thirty-five or fifty-five years. Still, with these questions we are
leaving ontology and entering epistemology, and there is no ontologi-
cal conclusion to be drawn from epistemological issues and in particu-
lar no way to resort from epistemological despair to ontological in-
sanity.

Another thought leading us astray is that it is we who cut up the
world into parts and pieces, who constitute objects, that we do so with
our conceptual power, and that we might do it differently if we faced
the world with different concepts. This sounds true, and it seems to
directly lead to some kind of constructivism. I think it is true, but it has
no such consequences. It is simply false in general to say that an object
would not exist unless constituted (by us or whomever) or that there
would be different objects if we constituted them differently. This may
apply to some special objects, for instance, our concepts themselves.
But in general there is no way for the constructivist to get beyond such
counterfactual trivialities as: if nobody conceived or named objects,
nobody would conceive or name them, or if we would constitute dif-
ferent objects, we would think and talk about different objects, or
without constitution no constitution. Any stronger constructivist
claim rests on a misunderstanding of constitution. The objects do not
come to exist by getting constituted. The whole point of constituting
objects i1s normally to fix their constitutive or essential properties in
such a way that the constituting or fixing does not belong to them:
hence, they would exist just as well unconstituted. Constituting objects
and ruling how to correctly talk about them counterfactually are one
and the same matter, and we do it usually so as to acknowledge the
ontological independence of objects from us, that is, their objectivity.

The same holds, mutatis mutandis, for properties. The talk of exis-
tence and ontological independence refers only to objects, not to prop-
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erties. Still, we may say that a property is objective insofar as its exten-
sion, whether or not it applies to a certain object, is counterfactually
independent of us or our minds, of what we or our minds do. |

Colors provide a striking example. The relation “X looks red to Y

. is not objective in this sense. That a certain tomato looks red to me
- counterfacrually depends on my existence, on my being awake, on my
‘not wearing strongly colored glasses, and so on (though it does not
counterfactually depend on the existence of others — recall the vague-
- ness of “us”). The same holds for the property of being appeared to
~ redly, as Chisholm once phrased it. The contrary, however, holds for
*the property of being red. This tomato is red, and it would still be red,

even if it is unperceived or if there is nobody at all or only organisms
with a different color vision to perceive it. These counterfactual claims
seem obviously true to me. They are also compatible with the fact that
which property is actually denoted by “being red” depends on our

~neurophysiological and mental make-up (in ways we understand still

quite incompletely). But this dependence cannot be expressed by coun-
terfactuals about what is or would be red. The property of being red
itselt is no longer dependent in this way.” Hence, being red is an objec-
tive property, and so are other properties all the more.

Objects and properties make up states of affairs, and, if they obtain,
tacts. This is why the title of this section summarizes the observation
made so far.

I shall, however, not deepen now these observations and pursue this
notion of objectivity any further. One obvious reason is that there
would be no end in doing so. A more specific reason is that I would like
to discuss values in the end, and that this notion of objectivity does not
seem to be helpful when it comes to values. In any case, I do not see
how values could be objective in this sense. Values seem to ontologi-
cally depend on valuers. Things can be red in a possible world without
perceivers, but things cannot be valuable in a possible world without
valuers. One may argue about who is a valuer; presumably not only
humans. But stars and stones are not, I take it, and hence nothing has
any worth in a world in which there are only stars and stones. They
may do this or do that or all disappear in a black hole; nobody cares.
Hence, 1f this 1s right, we have to look for other notions of objectivity in
order to possibly make sense of objective values.

Still, the present ontological notion of objectivity is perhaps the
most basic one deeply worrying, as we have seen, philosophy for cen-
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turtes. And it is well worth being reminded here, because the deeper
philosophy of science gets involved in the epistemological workings,
the more careless it gets about the ontological dimension, and the more
easily it slips into talking nonsense. Let me add, therefore, just one
general remark: We are always prone to mix ontological and epistemo-
logical issues; and we often hardly notice it. The best measure against
this danger 1s to move within a framework where the two dimensions
are clearly separated from the outset. Such a framework exists and is
even formally codified. It is called two-dimensional semantics nowa-
days, but this title hides its origins. It has also been called, circumstan-
tially, the epistemological reinterpretation of the character theory,
where “character theory” refers to David Kaplan (1977) and “episte-
mological interpretation” to Robert Stalnaker (1978) and both refer
further back to the ground-breaking attempts of Saul Kripke (1972)
and Hilary Putnam (1975) to disentangle metaphysical and epistemic
necessity. As the name says, these two dimensions and their relation are
formally represented in two-dimensional semantics.® Of course, the
details of interpretation present difficult issues (and sometimes perhaps
old issues in a new disguise).1° Still, the framework is the best device we
have for sorting out ontological-epistemological confusions.

For instance, to mention a particularly relevant example, this frame-
work makes clear that the notion of intension, which was once to
explicate the notion of meaning in the sense of truth condition, is
systematically ambiguous. There are diagonals and intensions (Stal-
naker), primary and secondary intensions (Chalmers), or A- and C-in-
tenstons (Jackson). Armed with this distinction one can easily see that
the big debate between empiricists (Carnap and others) and their rela-
nvistic outgrowth (Feyerabend, Kuhn) on the one hand and realists
(Putnam, Boyd, and so on) on the other simply falls victim to that
ambiguity. The two parties are talking at cross-purposes about dif-
ferent kinds of intensions or meanings, and both of them may be ac-

commodated in the two-dimensional framework (see Hass-Spohn
1997, sec. 4).

Omn the Objectivity of Beliefs

Let us move then to the other important notion of objectivity that
relates to beliefs rather than to facts. What are we seeking here? The
point is not about the having of beliefs. Whether or not I have a given
belief is presumably just as objective as any other fact. It is rather the
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objectivity of beliet contents we are interested in. This remark gives rise
- immediately to the observation that our inquiry of objectivity is about
to cover the two-dimensional scheme just alluded to. We have talked
about the objectivity of facts, or intensions or secondary or C-inten-
_ sions, and we now attend to the objectivity of belief contents, or diago-
. nals or primary or A-intensions.
~ What are we after, though, with the objectivity of beliet contents?
Clearly, the issue is about the objective truth, or the objective falsity, of
~belief contents. If we identify, however, belief contents with states of
" affairs or somehow treat them on a par and thus reduce the truth of a
~belief content to the obtaining of a state of affairs or a fact,!! then we
“are back at the issue of the previous section. Hence, we should look tor
a different approach. There is indeed one; we all have the idea that in
~principle everybody should be able to agree to objective truth and to
- reject objective falsity, and that there is no objectivity to the extent that
there is no such agreement. The idea at least sounds different from the
one discussed in the previous section. So, let us pursue this a little bit
and then see whether it is really ditferent.
Let me start by defining that an assertion or a statement p (or rather

its content, because this, and not the linguistic form, is what we are
interested in) is shared by a group G or intersubjectively accepted in G
“if all members of G who have a judgment on it accept or endorse p; and
“we may call p intersubjective in G if acceptance of p or rejection of p
“(or suspension of judgment concerning p) 1s shared in G, and subjective
in G otherwise. These relative notions are introduced only for the sake
of explicitness. Usually, some large group tacitly understood is the
standard by which subjecrivity and intersubjectivity are measured, say,
the linguistic community of all Americans or scientific communities
sharing some expert language.

- Forinstance, “Iamtired” is clearly subjective, because Iam accepting
it as [ am writing these words. “Philosophy is fun” is shared, [ hope, by
all readers of this book (at least before reading 1t), but it is clearly a
minority opinion in larger groups. However, “philosophy 1s easy” is, I
take it, intersubjective, since everyhody thinking about it would deny it.

Now, the crucial question is, of course, what has intersubjective
acceptance to do with objective truth? Not much, it seems. Each per-
son is fallible in principle (though there may be a few things on which
each is infallible); this is a lesson we have learned for a long time.
Hence, subjective acceptance and truth may (almost) always tall apart.
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The same holds, then, for any actual group of persons. Why should a
million people differ in principle from a single person? Some bit of
counterfactuality does not change much here. If all the people in the
relevant group would get all the information they can actually get,
would be perfectly rational, would freely discuss their issues, and
would then agree on a critical and considered judgment, they still
might be wrong. The sources of error need not lie in factual imperfec-
tions of the group. All the evidence actually available to us might be
objectively misleading. Hence, any crude or mildly refined consensus
theory ot truth' will not do.!3

This 1s not to say that there i1s no relationship at all between inter-
subjective acceptance and objective truth. A lot of counterfactuality
does change the picture. The Peircean limit of inquiry always appeared
to me to be an attractive idea. The consensus reached after all possible
experience is acquired and all powers of reasoning are pertectly ex-
erted must be true. Note that the consensus is no longer doing any real
work here. Counterfactually, everybody has the same complete evi-
dence including intormation about what the others think and the same
ideal powers of reasoning. And then, we might suppose, consensus
falls in.

The ideal is indeed vastly countertactual. We cannot travel far
enough in space-time in order to inquire what 1s going on at every
space-time point; our memory and our computation are much too
poor to process the countertactual evidence; and we cannot undo the
effects of our investigation and let the world go on as if unobserved.
But under this vastly countertactual assumption all possibility of error
ts excluded; nothing can turn up to prove us wrong. Or, as Putnam
(1981) would have it, the ideal theory must be true,

Is this really so? There are two opposite lines of attack, one saying
that Putnam’s claim is wrong and the other that it is too trivially true to
be of any value. Let me briefly discuss the two criticisms.

The metaphysical realist insists that the idcal theory might still be
wrong, an assertion Putnam fought with so many words. However, we
know by now, indeed through Putnam’s help, that the “might” might
indicate metaphysical or epistemic possibility, and then the metaphys-
ical and the internal realist do not seem to have any dispute. Under the
metaphysical reading the metaphysical realist 1s clearly right. If we
have acquired complete evidence about the actual world and build our
ideal theory on that basis by exerting our ideal powers of reasoning, it
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we have thus reached the ideal limit of inquiry concerning the actual
world, there is still a possible world in which we have acquired the
same evidence and build the same ideal theory, but in which this theory
is wrong. [ do not find it particularly difficult to imagine such a possible
world; one simple trick is that the evidence 1s supposed to be complete
only with respect to the actual world but not with respect to the imagi-
nary world. Hence, it cannot be this metaphysical possibility that Put-

- nam is fighting. It is rather an epistemic impossibility that the ideal
~ theory is false. This theory cannot turn out to be false; there is nothing

left that could show us that we erred. This appears obvious, but the
metaphysical realist need not take exception to it.

What about the other criticism that it 1s too obvious? What is the
criticism here? It is that the ideal limit of inquiry, the ideal theory, and
the like are empty notions (see, for example, Brandom 1994b). What
we would believe in this counterfactual limit does not inform us about
objective truth; rather, we have to appeal to objective truth in order to
arrive at a correct description of those countertactual conditions ex-
cluding error. If we thus have to build truth mto the ideal, it is not a
deep philosophical discovery that the ideal comes out true.

I do not agree with this criticism. I believe instead that internal
realism, the claim that the ideal theory cannot turn out to be talse, has
substantial consequences concerning the relationship between ration-

~ ality and truth. To this extent, | am a good Kantian. Indeed the conse-

quences cut two ways.
One way 1s that the accessibility of truth constrains the rationality of
belief states. For instance, the so-called Reichenbach axiom in induc-

- tive logic postulating that subjective probabilities must converge to

observed relative frequencies 1s an axiom in this spirit and 1t puts a
severe constraint on a priori subjective probabilities (see, tor example,
Carnap 1980, sec. 20). Extensive and systematic investigation about
such constraints are provided by formal learning theory (see, in par-
ticular, Kelly 1996).

The other way 1s that the rationality of belief states constrains truth.
Whatever the state is that is reached in the ideal limit, 1t must still be
governed by the laws of rationality, and to the extent we can establish

~such laws without recourse to truth we may thus draw conclusions
 concerning the structure of truth. For instance, the probability axioms,

or the axioms of AGM (Alchourrén-Gardentors-Makinson) belief re-
vision theory (see, for example, Rott 2001), or the axioms of ranking
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theory (see, for example, Spohn 1988), provide such laws, which we
can seek to strengthen. Thus we may arrive at principles a priori true in
all possible limits of inquiry.'® Indeed, I guess most of the attempts to
transcend correspondence, semantic, or deflationary views of truth can
be, perhaps somewhat swiftly, subsumed here; I think, for example, of
pragmartic truth theories, the coherence theory of truth (as elaborated
by Rescher 1973), evaluative theories of truth (see Ellis 1990, chap. 7,
in particular), or even Brandom’s (1994a) expressivistic and inferen-
tialistic strategy.1® All these approaches have at least the potential of
arriving at substantial a priori truths.

This provokes a side remark: Philosophers still struggle with disen-

tangling a priori truth and analytic truth. This is ditficult because both
seem to be conceptual truths. Kripke made a distinction by defining
analyticity as an a priori necessity. This was revolutionary since it
opened the non-empty category of a priori contingencies. But the con-
ceptual was still the only source of the a priori. The previous paragraph
points the way to a broader base of the a priori consisting of the
structure of reason as a whole, and there is more to reason than con-
cepts. ,
In any case, the rebuttal of the objection that the ideal limit of
inquiry presupposes the notion of objective truth is important in our
present dialectic situation, If we would have been forced to grant the
objection, then we would have ro admit as well that what we are
heading for presently is not really a new notion of objectivity. Rather,
we would have to start with objective truth, the limit of inquiry would
approach just that and would not add an independent element, and
then it 1s difficult to see in which ways the objectivity of truth differs
from the objectivity of facts already discussed. But, it I am right, this is
not our worry, and we may assume to have captured a different notion
of objectivity, namely as intersubjectivity in that vastly countertactual
community reaching the ideal limit of inquiry.

How far does objectivity in this sense extend? Not nowhere, not
everywhere; it depends. And it may not be easy to answer; atter all, we
are speculating about what would happen in that vastly counterfactual
limit. Still, there seem to be many clear cases.

For instance, whether there was a dinosaur standing exactly at the

place where I am sitting now exactly twenty-five billion days ago is an
objective matter. In the ideal limit we all would agree on it even if we
actually have no ways at all to find out about it. This seems to hold for
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all reports of singular facts about any place and time in the world.
Moreover, we say that the theories of present-day science are better
than those of former centuries, not simply different ones. This shows at
least that we are confident in principle to be able to convince every-
body including our colleagues from the former centuries of the theoret-

~ical progress and that we thus treat the theories as objective. I do not

see why this should be unjustified.

What I would like to resist, in particular, is the thought that we arc
barred from objectivity and are at best struck with intersubjectivity
within our linguistic community simply because we all are prisoners of
our conceptual schemes. Conceptual schemes can be changed, indeed
reasonably changed, they can be translated, and they can be merged,
indeed translation may rather be merging, and so on. These processes
are difficult to describe, and there is a lot of philosophical dispute
about them. But, no doubt, they are effective. Hence, I do not see why
we should be bound to end up with several incommensurable concep-
tual schemes. On the contrary, empirical concepts essentially refer to
objects and properties that are objective in the first sense and thus not
constituted by these concepts, and this at least opens the way for trans-
fating and unifying conceprual schemes.

There are also many cases of subjective assertions. Indexicality is
one clear source of nonobjectivity. “I am tired” is something I accept
now, but not always, and many do not accept it. Sometimes, the rela-
tivity of an assertion to the circumstances of its utterance is written into
the semantic rules of its expressions as in the case of indexicals. Some-
tumes, 1t 1s more implicit: “Lucas is tall?” It depends on the context.
“Philosophy is fun?” For me, but not for everybody. Hence, all such in
one or the other way relative assertions are not objective. However,
they can be turned into objective ones by having their relativization
made explicit. “Wolfgang is tired on January 6, 2002, at 1 a.m.,”
“Lucas is tall for his age, but not within his class,” “philosophy is fun
for Wolfgang™: all this is perfectly objective. If the source of subjec-
tivity is relativity, then, it seems, objectivity can always be reached by
appropriate explicit relativization.!”

- There is a turther clear case of nonobjectivity in the present sense,
namely the case of self-verifying beliefs or, more generally, of beliefs
causally affecting their own truth. If we believe the economic future is
bright, it is bright, but not if we believe it is dull. The medicine helps if I
believe it helps; it does not if I do not believe in it. If T expect my kids to
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be well-behaved, they are not; if I fear my kids to be naughty, they are
not, either. These are strange ways of positive or negative feedback.
And they hamper objectivity. The point is not relativity of content. We
can eliminate the relativity and still have the feedback. The point is that
what is accepted in the limit causally depends on what s accepted in
the beginning, and hence there is no unique limit and thus no objec-
tivity. It was generally sensed that there is something fishy about these
self-confirming or self-affecting beliefs. It consists precisely in their
deviant lack of objectivity; they do not behave like normal beliefs.

I'have been careful at the beginning of this section to generally define
the subjective and intersubjective acceptance and the objective accept-
ability of assertions. In my examples I have considered only assertions
expressing beliefs (except perhaps “philosophy is fun”). Hence, I was
so far only discussing the objectivity of beliefs. But the definitions
clearly apply as well to other kinds of assertions that express other
kinds of attitudes. Thus we can discuss the objectivity of these further
kinds of assertions on the same model as those of beliefs.

On the Objectivity of Values

The paradigm assertions for which objectivity issues have become his-
torically eminently important are, of course, religious ones.!® Religious
assertions are partly descriptive; they contain a picture of how the
world is and works. But this picture does not exhaust their content.
Rather, a bunch of different attitudes, in particular moral and evalua-
tive ones, indeed a whole form of life, meshes in them. I cannor see why
their descriptive content as such should not be objective.’® But their
content as a whole is certainly not objective, as a long and bloody
history has taught us; at best intersu bjective agreement within religious
communities can be reached. The insight, though, that religious asser-
tions are not objective, is, or is generally thought to be, the axe at the
root of religion. This is why religious tolerance is so hard to reach.
The example shows the enormous difficulties arising from mixed
discourse. If one sides with Tara Smith (2000) on the objecé_.ivity of
evaluative discourse, then it mixes well with objective descriptive dis-
course.*? If not, one faces the task of disentangling the mixed discourse
Into components of varying objectivity, often a difficult task, as we just
saw, and one we shall not pursue now. Let us rather only try to get

clearer on one particularly important component, the objectivity of
evaluative or normative assertions.2!
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The central claim of Smith (2000, chap. 4) is that life is the source of
all values. Perhaps the source is smaller; I doubt that flowers or earth-
worms are capable of values. But, certainly, inanimate objects cannot
have values. Smith continues that at the same time life is jtself a value
or an end; indeed, it is “the ultimate valuc insofar as all other genuine
values depend on it and are the means to jt” (104). It 1s an innate value
~ of living beings to maintain life,22 including flourishing and not mere
- vegetating. And all the values that we objectively have according to
Smith (2000) derive from this fundamental value.

However, I do not think that the derivation can succeed. One reason
for my doubt stems from a general analogy. Willard V. O. Quine re-
peatedly claimed that truth is the ultimate value of all cognitive activity
and that normative epistemology is just a branch of engineering, the
technology of truth-seeking (see, for example, Hahn and Schilpp 1986,
6641f.).2* Thus, epistemology becomes naturalized. In view of the ut-
terly rich normative discussion in epistemology this claim always ap-
peared to me to be entirely unredeemed. Perhaps epistemology can be
unified under this goal, but nobody can claim to have shown this.2?
And what is true of epistemic norms is all the more true of norms and
values in general.

This has only been an analogy so far, not an argument. So let us look
directly at values. Some values seem to belong to our brological endow-
ment and thus to be objective. For instance, “I am alive” or “I am
without pain” are assertions the content of which everybody values.
No doubt, but this is due to the indexicality of these assertions. Making
their relativization explicit has here a subjectivizing effect, opposite to
the case of beliefs. “Wolfgang is alive” and “Woltgang 1s without pain”
are valued by me but not necessarily by my neighbors. Hence, the
values we are biologically endowed with are, on the contrary, highly
subjective.2’

This fact is at the root of all moral conflicts and of all difficulties of
attaining evaluational objectivity. Usually, staying alive is a coopera-
tive enterprise to the benefit of all, but much too often we have to
weigh life against life (and even life against money). Often, flourishing
1s a mutual activity, and often flourishing is exclusive and excessive at
the expense of others. Smith (2000) is, of course, aware of such prob-
lems and discusses them in chapter 6 of that book. I do not think they
dissolve so easily.

Christoph Fehige (2003) tries to stop the argumentative gap right at
the beginning. He argues that I should value not only my absence of
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pain or, more generally, my positive hedonic states but also those of all
others. Empathy is an a priori moral principle, he argues. This is at
least plausible. It so, however, it follows that my positive satisfactive
states should be valued, and the negative ones disvalued, by everyone,
not only by me. This does not yet quite mean that these values are
objective ones. Fehige rather tries to establish even more, namely that
my hedonic states should be valued by others to the same degree as 1
do, and vice versa. Indeed, only then would the objectivity of the eval-
uation of the hedonic states, which is a quantitative, not a qualitative,
affair, be guaranteed.

The argument is an intricate one, but I doubt whether it succeeds. To
this extent it is doubttul whether we have reached an objective base of
our evaluations. But even if we would have reached it, we could build
far less on it than, for example, Smith (2000) thinks. In arguing this, I
have a little terminological ditficulty. The talk of hedonic or satisfactive
states 1s mine, not Smith’s. She is not a hedonist. Her concern is rather
living and flourishing, which she takes in an Aristotelian sense. And
given the objective values of living and flourishing, she argues that it is
an objective empirical question when and how we stay alive and when
and how we flourish. Hence, the conditions under which we stay alive
and flourish are objectively valuable as well. However, flourishing has
certainly a lot to do with hedonic states. And the hedonist might take a
similar stance, namely that it is an objective empirical issue when and
how our hedonic states are pleasant and not painful and that further
values may thus be objectively inferred from the value of our hedonic
states. It is the latter claim I want to oppose, but my point applies, it
seems, Just as well against Smith’s stance.

My point is simply that the self-confirming structure that we found
to be rare and deviant in the case of beliefs is quite common in the case
of values. Or more generally, it is not at all rare or deviant but perfectly
normal that values causally affect their own acceptability and main-
tamability. It T desire to be a philosopher, if being a philosopher is a
subjective value for me, being a philosopher makes me happy; but it
would be agonizing to be a philosopher without valuing it. If a preg-
nant woman wants to have a baby, she will derive immense satisfaction
from it. If she rejects it, she is likely to be torn in conflict and ambiguity.
These are normal self-confirming cases. But the structure may be more
pathological. A desire may be so insatiable that each fulfillment of the
desire is more painful than pleasant. A man may long for inaccessible
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women; as soon as a woman responds to his courting, he starts reject-
ing her. The list of examples is endless.?®
The general logical point of these examples is this: Very often, or

even usually, so-and-so much valued satisfactive states are causally

affected not merely by the realization of a valued state of affairs but

~also by that state of affairs being valued so-and-so much. Hence, the
- value of that state of affairs cannot be simply derived from its propen-
~sity to produce happiness. Rather, its value must somehow be given
* beforehand, and then its evaluation can be confirmed, or disconfirmed,
- by its propensity to produce happiness as one valued to this degree. So,
 what we humans have to seek is rather a kind of equilibrium between
- our evaluations of the various states of affairs and their causal effect on
- hedonic states, if thus valued. There are as many equilibria as there are

nappy persons or flourishing and tulhlled lives. Each one is subjective,

" and so are the values maintaining it.?”

Tt

['he point just sketched reappears, I believe, on the intersubjective
level. The constitution of societies — understood widely as the collec-

- tion of their legal codes, moral rules, social values, customs, and so

on—may vary greatly, without there being an external arbiter proving
them wrong or immoral or unacceptable. In the positive case, various
religious communities may be happy and stable without suppressing
their members. The balance between individual rights and social du-

ties, between liberalism and communitarianism may take many formes.

All societies struggle with intergenerational justice, and they find many

 different solutions. And if our societies are discussing such problems

and changing their terms, they need not be moving toward an objective

- ideal but rather only toward an improved internal equilibrium.

This 1s not a pleading against patronizing or for saying de gustibus
non est disputandum (there is no accounting for tastes), which is only
very limitedly true. Tt is only a reminder that one should be very clear
about one’s base for criticizing and patronizing others. Often, this base
is not objective, but subjective. Either in the sense that one declares
one’s own subjcctive point of view; this tends to be futile. Or in the
sense that one criticizes the other’s subjective point of view for its
internal inconsistencies, where “inconsistency” takes on a broader
range in light of the preceding paragraph. For instance, a man’s longing
tor inaccessible women 1s broadly inconsistent in the relevant sense:
one should help, that is, patronize him, and not let him remain in his
unhappy condition.? '
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All this is even nor a pleading against the objectivity of values,
against an objective basis for such criticism. I hope and believe that
there is such objectivity. Indeed, most do: at least, most moral issues
are discussed as if there would be an objective answer. One must grant,
of course, that this objectivity is in no way settled. This is what moral
philosophy is all about. There are rival conceptions of moral norms
and values, there are rival justifications for them, and the claims of
objectivity depend on the quality of these justifications. If, for instance,
the long sought derivation of substantial moral principles from princi-
ples of rationality alone finally succeeds, the two kinds of principles are
distinguished by the same degree of objectivity. Whether the justifica-
tions are compelling enough to produce general agreement, whether
the limit of moral inquiry is unique and the unity of practical reason
perfect, is nice to speculate but hard to argue about.

But even if the answer is positive, the extent of the objectivity of
norms and values is open. Basic moral principles like the Golden Rule,
the Categorical Imperative, or the Principle of Universalizability are
good candidates; basic human rights are so as well. But where the
boundary is to be drawn above which objectivity reigns and below
which the various reasons for nonobjectivity specified above set in,
that is hard to tell.

In any case, though, the objectivity in normative and evaluative
matters differs from that in descriptive matrers. Normative or evalua-
tive discourse is autonomous, not reducible to descriptive discourse
about empirical matters. And unlike the latter, the objectivity to which
it possibly raises is not helped by the ontological independence and the
objectivity of facts, properties, and objects. '

NOTES

1. See the section “Of Scepticism with regard to the senses” in Hume 1739/
1740, 1, iv, 2; see also, for example, Bennett (1971, chap. 13).

2. The journal Erkenntuis, for instance, which existed from 1930 to 1939 and then
from 1975 to the present, definitely in an objective manner, as [ am privileged to say.

3. Independence is onc of the worst notions in philosophy, equally multiply
ambiguous as, say, necessity.

4. At least, this is what one would normally say. Bur there may be sophisticated
individuations, such as externalistic accounts of perceptions and perceptual con-
tents according to which their ontological dependence spreads further.
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5. If the perceiving subject is God and if God is objective, the case is different, of
course.

6. See also the devastating and, I think, justified criticism of the various kinds of
constructivism in Devitt (1984, chaps. 8-14).

7. This may sound like objectivism about color according to Jackson and Par-
getter (1987). But in fact, it is my own, I think, more defensible version explained
in detail in Spohn (1997).

8. See also the related criticism of Zangwill (2001).

9. Best elaborated perhaps in Chalmers (1996), Haas-Spohn (1995), and Jack-
son {1998), but see also Kupffer (2003).

10. Clear differences already show up in the works referred to in the preceding
note.

11. The reader will notice that I am somewhat clumsily avoiding the notion of a
proposition — precisely because it has played an unfortunate double role like the
notion of intension, which is clearly split up in two in two-dimensional semantics.

12. Such as the one of Habermas (1973), who does not refer to stronger coun-
terfactual conditions than the ones just mentioned; however, he claims only to
state a criterion of truth, whatever this is.

13. As Tara Smith has rightly abserved in her contribution to this volume, from
comments on which my contribution has emerged.

14. Putnam says, “Truth is an idealization of rational acceptability” (1981, 55).
“The two key ideas of the idealization theory of truth are (1) that truth is mdepen-
dent of justification here and now, but not independent of all justification. . . . (2)
truth is expected to be stable or ‘convergent’ ” (1981, 56).

15. In Spohn (1991, 1999) I tried to establish some weak coherence and cau-
sality principles in this way.

16. Though Brandom there defends a deflationary theory of truth (sec. §, V),
the further reaching goal I am attributing to him returns under the heading “objec-

(1vity.”

17. See also Miihlholzer (1988), who elaborates and defends an explicitness
conception of objectivity the clearest expression of which he ascribes to Hermann
Wevyl,

18. This section shows most clearly the origin of this chapter as a commentary
on Tara Smith’s contribution to this volume. She has very pronounced opinions on
the objectivity of values that are also part of her present contribution. I agree with

- many things she says, but not this part.

19. Indeed, it is objectively false, I assume; I cannot believe that any of the

- religious world pictures survives in the limit of inquiry.

20. As she confirms in Smith {2000, 101ff).
21. Perhaps I am a bit careless in this section in interchangeably talking of

- norms and values. But whatever the distinctions to be drawn here, they do not

become relevant in our present context.
22. Untl its natural end — where different ideas about the natural end of life

seem to be encoded in different species.
23. This is just the uninteresting sense, discussed above, of the ideal limit of
inquiry reaching the truth.
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24. Indeed, I interpret Quine (1995, 49-50) as stepping back a bit from his
earlier bold claims.

25. One needs to be careful here. “Wolfgang values absence of pain” describes
an objective fact (in the first sense) and expresses an objectively true belief (in the
second sense), but “Wolfgang is without pain” is subjectively valued by me, not
necessarlly intersubjectively by everyone.

26. Elster (1979, 1983) is famous for collecting and analyzing many of such
more-or-less paradoxical situations. One must pay attention, though. There is
great variation n the logical structure and analysis of these situations.

27. This description may sound confusing, or confused. In Kusser and Spohn
(1992) we analyzed the problem (which we traced back at least to Joseph Butler) in
detail and with decision-theoretic precision, and we tried to disentangle the confu-
sions that invariably adhere to brief sketches of the problem like this one. We are
convinced that the problem has important consequences for decision theorv and
for the view of practical rationality in general. J

28. For a more systematic development of this thought see Kusser (1989); for a

different approach see, for example, Brandt (1979).
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