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VALUES: A REPLY TO STADDON’S “FAITH AND GOODNESS”
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ABSTRACT: In his spirited ―Faith and Goodness‖ (this issue), John Staddon says that my 

defense of B. F. Skinner’s definition of the good—as what has the potential to reinforce 

desire for it—overlooks the fact that people sometimes desire the wrong things. Staddon 

appears to agree with G. E. Moore that the good should, rather, be equated with what is 

worthy of being desired, so ought to be desired, whether it ever is desired or not. But since 

there is no objective test of worthiness, Moore’s ought can only mean ―I, and folk like me, 

desire that others desire what we desire that they desire.‖
1
 When the talk is of values, there 

is no getting away from desires.
2
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Value 

To put it portentously, the question is the ontological status of value—or, 

more manageably, the syntax and semantics of the adjective good. Does it signify a 

quality or a power?  

In the opinion of G. E. Moore (1903), which Staddon applauds, the word good 

signifies a simple quality. Moore regarded statements of the form ―x is good‖ as 

logically parallel to such simple forms of predication as ―x is yellow‖ and ―x is 

spherical.‖ He believed that all three sentences are complete as they stand, without 

need for reference to perceivers.
3
 Thus, Moore thought, a ripe lemon would be 

yellow and spherical even if there were nobody to see it, and a good tasting lemon 

would be good tasting even if there were nobody to taste it. Moore put this by 

saying that the quality of being good is intrinsic to the thing itself, independently 
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1
 I owe an important correction of this statement to Phil Sullivan. 

2
 Here as elsewhere, I interpret desires behaviorally, as preferences; or, to be more precise, 

as preference functions, measurable dispositions to choose one thing or action rather than 

others. I hold that these dispositions are functions of the objects or states of affairs desired. 
3
 As it happens, Moore was quite wrong about color. It is now generally acknowledged that 

color is an example of what John Locke, following Galileo, had already deemed to be a 

secondary quality, dependent on the wavelength of reflected light and the cones of the 

human eye. The better comparison for Moore’s purpose would have been shape, a primary 

quality that can be discerned by either feel or sight, so is independent of the way it is 

perceived and of who or what perceives it. 
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of its relations to other things or persons. Goodness, or value, is absolute and 

objective.  

In the contrary view of B. F. Skinner, which I share, value is not a quality, 

simple or complex, but a one–many function. In other words, I hold that ―x is 

good‖ is more comparable in point of logical form to ―x is annoying‖ than to ―x is 

yellow‖ or ―x is spherical.‖ As ―x is annoying‖ is elliptical for ―x has the power to 

annoy some y,‖ usually the speaker and maybe others like him, so ―x is good‖ is 

elliptical for ―x has the power to please or benefit some y,‖ again usually the 

speaker and maybe others like him. And as what annoys y may not annoy z, so 

what pleases or benefits y many not please or benefit z. In general, what has value 

for one sort of person or animal may have none for another.
4
 In a word, value is 

relative. 

Moore was prepared, as is Staddon, to acknowledge the relativity of 

instrumental value, but Moore declared and Staddon implies that intrinsic value is 

absolute—inherent in the thing itself, apart from us—by definition. Thus, while 

Moore agreed that guns have value for thieves and murderers, he was eager to add 

that thievery and murder are themselves ―intrinsically‖ (i.e., inherently and 

absolutely) bad. If we may put 2 and 2 together, he meant that thievery and murder 

would be bad even if there were nobody to object to them, a hypothesis I find 

puzzling, to say the least.  

Despite Staddon’s belief that relativism entails value neutrality, I too 

disapprove of robbery and murder. However, I differ from Moore and Staddon in 

acknowledging that these activities can have value for their perpetrators. Nor, in 

my view, is this value merely instrumental. Genghis Khan not only benefited from 

but also enjoyed pillage, rapine and terror.
 5

 So, I maintain that these activities had 

for him intrinsic as well as instrumental value. How can I square my disapproval of 

the great conqueror with my relativism? I’ll come back to that question. Before I 

do, however, let me say a bit more about intrinsic value, taking beauty as my 

example. 

In Moore’s way of thinking, beautiful things are beautiful in themselves, apart 

not only from their benefits but from any possibility of their being appreciated. 

Thus, Moore thought Mozart’s Requiem Mass would be gorgeous (a) even though 

it will not raise your IQ or calm your cattle and (b) even if nobody would ever hear 

it. I agree with the first half of this claim (the non-instrumentality) but find the 

second half (the non-relativity) hard to fathom. Grant that the beauty of the 

Requiem Mass resides in the music, as Moore says. Grant also that the Requiem 

                                                 
4
 As Phil Sullivan has reminded me, the variability of value is even more pronounced in the 

case of animals and insects, some of which relish what we cannot abide. Flies and dogs 

seek out the feces we avoid. For an illuminating and richly illustrated essay on the topic, 

see Richards (2005). 
5
 The great conqueror is said to have declared the greatest pleasure to be that of hearing 

those he slaughtered wail while he seized their goods and ravished their women. 
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Mass is beautiful even when nobody is listening to it.
6
 It still counts as beautiful 

only because we think it would enthrall us if we were to listen to it. Beauty is still a 

potential to enthrall, and that still depends on who might be listening. 

In saying so, I do not mean to claim that beauty is a matter of opinion. I hold, 

rather, that it is a matter of taste (i.e., preference), and while opinions have truth 

values, tastes, or preferences, do not. Hence, as the saying goes, de gustibus non 

disputandum est. Why not? Because the esse of taste is percipi. Thus, as the great 

jazz artist and impresario Duke Ellington is reported to have declared, ―If the 

music sounds good, it is good.‖ More precisely, it is good to hear, at least for those 

who enjoy hearing it. But, of course, what you enjoy hearing, I might not.  

In short, Thomas Hobbes was right: the words good and bad are indexed to 

their users, each of whom calls good what he admires, bad what he abhors. 

Anyhow, that is my hypothesis, as it was B. F. Skinner’s. It is a hypothesis about 

how the word good and its cognates are used. As Staddon emphasizes, this 

hypothesis does not provide advice about what to value. It is not in that sense a 

theory of the good; it is a theory of the word good.  

Absurdities? 

If Staddon and Moore disagree with this theory, as they certainly seem to, 

they should offer us another. They should tell us what they think the rule for 

correct use of the word good is. Regrettably, neither attempts to do so.
7
 Instead, 

they both seek to bolster an absolutist account by looking for absurdities in 

relativism. Let us examine some of these alleged absurdities. 

Moore thought he had found one absurdity in the idea that calling something 

good makes it so, and Staddon also speaks derisively of this idea. But although we 

can attach meaning to the claim that a single person might call good what is not in 

fact good, no sense attaches to the thesis that what it is our rule to call good might 

in fact not be good. Calling something a horse will not make it one; but if you want 

an absurdity, say ―That is the sort of creature it is our rule to call a horse, but it 

isn’t one.‖  

Moore also thought he had found an absurdity—indeed, a contradiction of 

logic—in the claim that seemingly contrary appraisals might both be true. But 

seeing contradiction in ―The Requiem Mass enthralls Smith but bores Jones‖ is 

like seeing contradiction in ―The Eiffel Tower is near Jacques in Paris but far from 

Jack in New York.‖ The alleged contradiction just isn’t there. Jack and Jacques are 

both telling the truth if Jack says ―The Eiffel Tower is far away from here [in New 

York]‖ and Jacques says ―The Eiffel Tower is close by here [in Paris].‖ 

Staddon thinks he sees absurdity, if not also contradiction, in the claim that 

one person’s values are as good as another’s. But I make no such claim. 

                                                 
6
 I believe it was Berlioz who once said that he heard the best performance of a 

composition by Mozart when he read the score. But a score has no power to enthrall those 

who cannot read music. 
7
 Moore, in fact, declares it impossible—on the grounds that the good is too simple to be 

defined. 
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Acknowledging that other people have their preferences does not preclude me 

either from having my own or from condemning theirs. Do you admire Genghis 

Khan as a hero, or prefer the music of the Grateful Dead to that of Mozart? Then 

you and I won’t have much regard for each other’s tastes in people or music. In the 

end, values cannot be disputed, but they can always be disrespected. 

How can a relativist like me criticize somebody else’s values without falling 

into absurdity? Let us count the ways. First, I can regard as bad for me values that 

bring you into conflict with me. If you want NPR to replace Mozart and Beethoven 

with the Grateful Dead, then we’re gonna fight. Secondly, I can declare bad for 

you values that make your own life miserable. If you are spending all your money 

on lottery tickets and booze, then you are not doing things you might enjoy more. 

Finally, I can recognize as bad for others values that cause you to act in ways that 

harm them (e.g., killing them and raping their women). 

I expect neither of these modes of criticism to satisfy Staddon, and they 

certainly would not have satisfied Moore. If he had his way, I would not be 

permitted to say that x is good for y but bad for z; or that x is good in way A but 

bad in way B. I would be permitted to say only that x is good, or bad, full stop; no 

conditions, no qualifications, and no clarification. The problem I see with this 

demand is simply that there is no God’s eye view from which to determine what is 

good in itself, apart from some preference for it. When asked for such a test Moore 

offered ―intuition‖ and Staddon proposes ―faith,‖ but both of these measures vary 

with the persons who use them, recreating rather than solving the original problem, 

which was the fact that people value different things.  

Staddon’s reply is a cryptic suggestion that we need a way to resolve 

differences if we are to end Hobbes’s war of all against all. Apparently, Staddon 

believes that Kant’s perpetual peace might arrive if only we could all agree to 

praise Mozart and condemn Genghis Khan. But coincidence of evaluation also 

causes conflict. Because they both prize Israel as a holy site, the Arabs want it 

back and the Jews want to keep it. Unless they can negotiate a compromise, 

conflict will continue.  

Relativist philosophy is not the cause of human conflict, which is a fact of life 

having many causes that cannot be spirited away by unverifiable allusions to an 

absolute but undefined good.
8
 Reasonable people know that other people want 

things too. 

Science  

Passing from argumentum ad absurdum to argumentum ad hominem, Staddon 

says that biologist E. O. Wilson and psychologist B. F. Skinner are trying to take 

my job away from me. What job is that? The job of moral philosophy, which 

Staddon apparently takes to be that of telling people how they ought to live in 

                                                 
8
 The ambiguity I have in mind is that between (1) ―x is non-relatively good,‖ (2) ―x is 

unconditionally good,‖ (3) ―x is good in every way,‖ and (4) ―x is good on balance.‖ 
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order to secure the summum bonum, whatever ―faith‖ may eventually reveal it to 

be.  

This is an old idea, but there is a problem with it: Whether providing an 

authoritative goal for everybody’s life is a proper, or even a possible, task for 

philosophers is highly doubtful. One can be in a position to give useful advice if 

one tailors it to a particular person’s needs and bases it on wisdom tested by 

experience supported by sound science. But nothing I know recommends Plato’s 

self-serving idea that philosophers, whose business is words, are fit to become 

kings, because they may be presumed to have specially privileged insight into the 

absolute Good and Right. 

Quoting E. O. Wilson to the effect that much of what used to be done by 

philosophers now belongs to science, Staddon replies that scientists have no 

business trying to be moral dictators. I agree, but not because I think either that 

philosophy and science are competitive enterprises or that the job of moral dictator 

belongs to the philosopher. In fact, I think of philosophy and science as allies, and 

I do not think anybody, scientist or philosopher, is fit for the job of moral dictator. 

As Bertrand Russell once observed, the traditional function of philosophy has 

been to raise questions. When the answers are found, they are called science and 

become grist for further philosophy. In fact, science is just a Latinate word for 

what the Greeks, who invented it, called philosophy; and what some of us still call 

philosophy consists largely in commenting on the methods, and clarifying the 

findings, of science. Anyhow, I’m personally content to be an under laborer in the 

scientific garden of Messrs Skinner and Wilson. 

Of course, there were moralists with greater ambitions among the ancient 

Greeks. Some of them (e.g., Socrates) were interested only in moralizing; they 

cared little for scientific description and explanation. But Socrates was opposed by 

the sophists, world travelers who ridiculed the idea that it was the business of a few 

ivory tower thinkers in one place to tell people in every other place how to live. It 

was not until the Roman stoics and epicureans subordinated philosophy to moral 

and political ends, setting the precedent for a millennium of single minded 

Christianity, that moralizing became the principal occupation of philosophers, who 

had given up being scientists seeking to understand the world and become priests 

doing the work of their church and calling themselves representatives of God. 

Do-Gooders 

The Reformation should have taught us what was wrong with that idea, but of 

course it hasn’t. 

Despite the Rationalist Enlightenment, we are still afflicted with people who 

presume that they know beyond the slightest doubt what God (Moral Law, Pure 

Practical Reason, the Dialectic, History, Evolution, or Science) has commanded. 

These arrogant fanatics will stop at nothing in their desire to impose their personal 

values and ignorant prejudices on the rest of us, but I join the sophists in 

skepticism toward zealots of every stripe. May God save us from do-gooders! 
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I do not mean to deny that we human beings have much to learn from each 

other about how to serve our needs. But contrary to philosophical tradition since 

the Christian Middle Ages, there is no divinely instituted ―good for man.‖ There 

are genetically instilled preferences for food, sex, shelter and companionship that 

are common to human beings, because they relate to survival; but there are also 

genetic differences; and genetic inheritance is always subject to modification by 

the physical and cultural circumstances of time and place.  

So, although we human beings all value many of the same things, different 

individuals, and different groups, also end up with their own distinctive values. 

Besides, there are many ways to do things, some more satisfactory than others, all 

hard to learn, and most applicable only at a time and place. So, it is unrealistic to 

expect a mountaineer to tell a flatlander how to live, or a Pakistani to dictate the 

preferences of a Mexican.  

For these reasons and others, I doubt with Friedrich Hayek that any person or 

group can know enough, or be impartial enough, to advise everybody on how he 

ought to behave or how every society ought to be managed.
9
 In short, I do not 

think anybody is qualified to be Supreme Moralist or Philosopher King. If I 

thought like Staddon that Wilson and Skinner were offering themselves for such an 

office, I would out-do him in condemning them as fools, if not also frauds or 

impostors.  

Admittedly, Staddon’s quotation from Skinner is convincing evidence that the 

latter may occasionally have been prey to folly. Maybe he contracted a bit of the 

virus of Puritanism while at Harvard. It has, after all, long raged unchecked there. 

Staddon’s quotation from Wilson is, however, less incriminating and his reading of 

it somewhat tendentious. The biologist is, after all, a gentleman of the South, 

where the motto has always been ―Live and let live.‖  

But whatever may be said of Skinner and Wilson, Staddon and I are agreed 

that scientific expertise does not automatically convey moral authority. I am not 

sure anything does. Having said so, however, I must add that nobody is above 

trying to mold the world to his liking, and nobody should be criticized for doing so 

if his methods are acceptable, as those of Skinner and Wilson seem to me to be. To 

stay on the right path, we need only remember that it is one thing to say, ―Here is 

what I believe would improve things for you, or me, or our fellow human beings‖; 

another to say, ―God (or Science or. . .) has revealed to me what is Good and what 

is Bad; so, follow me and do as I say, but don’t ask Why.‖ We should beware of 

both philosophers and scientists who take that line.  

Ought 

So much for the word good. How does the word ought fit into the story? It 

depends on which ought you mean. In my Grounded Ethics I quote the American 

                                                 
9
 See Hayek (1988) for elaboration of the so-called knowledge argument against managed 

society. For a discussion of historical antecedents of Hayek’s argument, see Otteson 

(2010). 
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Heritage Dictionary in distinguishing four meanings, three of which are relevant 

here (AHD 1978; Hocutt, 2001). 

First in time if not in logic was the ought of social (i.e., moral and legal) 

obligation. ―You ought to keep your promises‖ means ―You are obliged to keep 

your promises if you want to enjoy good relations with your fellows.‖ 

Second is the probably derivative ought of practical advice. ―You ought to get 

more exercise‖ means that you would be well advised to get more exercise if you 

want to stay healthy and strong. Like the first ought, this one is a hypothetical 

imperative, because it is conditioned on a desire.  

A third ought is the ought of evaluation. It usually purports to be absolute 

(i.e., unrelated to desire). An example is ―Prostitution ought to be abolished.‖ 

Why? ―Because it is bad.‖ Non-instrumental oughts of this sort are usually meant 

as categorical (i.e., unconditional) imperatives. They presume objective, 

impersonal values (e.g., the inherent and absolute evil of prostitution).  

In fact, the evaluative ought is also relative. The difference is only that it is 

relative to the speaker rather than to her auditor or some third party. Though it may 

pretend to transcendent impartiality, ―Prostitution ought to be abolished‖ is highly 

personal. Without some indication of the harms prostitution does, the sentence 

means ―I wish prostitution were abolished and wish you wished it too.‖  

Presumably, it is oughts of this third, purportedly impartial, sort that Moore 

had in mind when he accused relativists of the naturalistic fallacy. His point was 

that you cannot get a categorical and impersonal ought out of merely hypothetical 

oughts based on personal preferences. About this, he was certainly right, but only 

because you cannot get impersonal categorical oughts out of anything, there being 

no absolute values on which to base these purportedly objective but highly 

personal oughts.  

I am not sure about Staddon, but in the case of Moore at least, confusion 

about this was fostered by his conflation of intrinsic value, which is real, with 

absolute value, which is not. Absolute value is an illusion created by elliptical 

speech, not a fact of nature. That the value of object O for person x is intrinsic to O 

means only that x prizes O for its own sake, not for its benefits; and that x correctly 

calls a thing y good never means that y is absolutely good but only that it benefits 

or pleases x and might also benefit or please z.
10

 

Conclusion 

Although John Staddon and I agree on much, I fear that he has not yet fully 

understood me. I should have been clearer. So, I thank him for challenging me to 

explain myself further and Jack Marr, the editor of Behavior and Philosophy, for 

giving me the opportunity to do so. Here, in summary, is what I have said. 

                                                 
10

 Actually, the relativity is even more thoroughgoing; for x can please or benefit y in 

circumstances C1 but not in circumstances C2. But I am trying to keep the argument 

simple. 
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I hold with B. F. Skinner that the value of a thing or practice is its power to 

reinforce preference for it; but since what reinforces x’s preferences will not 

always reinforce y’s, value varies with persons. This is true whether the talk is of 

instrumental or intrinsic value. No valuable thing is absolutely valuable—valuable 

in itself independently of some conceivable preference for it.  

This hypothesis is recommended on the grounds that it fits the relevant facts 

of verbal usage. As Thomas Hobbes (1651) observed, each of us generally uses the 

word good ―in relation to himself,‖ to denote what gratifies him. We are right to do 

so because that is the standing rule of the English language. Absolutists have 

denied that this is the rule, but they have not made an alternative hypothesis 

intelligible. Instead, they have sought to discredit the relativist’s hypothesis by 

declaring it illogical or immoral.  

The absolutists have said that if relativism were true, value would be a matter 

of opinion, so mistake proof. Not so. If value is the power to motivate, as the 

relativist claims, you can misjudge it, either in your own case or in that of another 

person. Absolutists have also said that if relativism were right one person’s values 

would be as good as another’s; you could not object to evil or criticize another 

person’s preferences without contradicting yourself. Wrong again. Being a 

relativist does not mean you can’t have preferences of your own. 

Absolutist refutations of relativism are attacks on a straw man. They cannot 

withstand examination or make absolutism intelligible. 

References 

American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language. (1978). Boston: Houghton-

Mifflin. 

Hayek, F. (c. 1988). The fatal conceit. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.  

Hobbes, T. (1651). Leviathan (selections). In S. M. Cahn (Ed.), Classics of modern 

political theory (pp. 78-196). New York: Oxford University Press. 

Hocutt, M. (2001). Grounded ethics: The empirical bases of normative judgments. New 

Brunswick: Transaction. 

Moore, G. E. (1903/1962). Principia ethica. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Otteson, J. (2010). Adam Smith and the great mind fallacy. Social Philosophy and Policy, 

27, 276-304. 

Richards, R. (2005). Evolutionary naturalism and the logical structure of valuation: The 

other side of error theory. Cosmos and History: The Journal of Natural and Social 

Philosophy, 1, 270-294. 


