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First, we can ask whether an ethical theory is internally consistent. If the various principles of
the theory cannot be cashed out in logically coherent way, or the theory tells us that a
particular action is both morally right and morally wrong at the same time, then we have very
good reason to reject it, or at least to expect that it be modified to remove the contradiction.

We can also “test” moral theories. This is analogous to how we test scientific theories: we
work out what the theory tells us should happen in novel cases—our prediction—then we run
an experiment to see if what actually happens is consistent with our prediction. If so, this is
evidence in favor of the theory; if not, it counts against it. While moral theories do not make
predictions in quite the same way, we can do something similar: we can work out what the
theory says we should do in various concrete cases and see how these “predictions” accord
with our considered moral judgments. For instance, if a “thought experiment” tells us that a
particular theory entails that genocide, mass murder, slavery, and rape are morally acceptable,
this would count against the theory.

Of course, we must be careful in approaching ethics in this way. After all, our moral
judgments are not foolproof, and it would be very surprising—and rather suspicious—if
normative ethics did nothing more than confirm our society’s moral common sense. We
therefore need to be open to the possibility that a moral theory might contradict what we take
to be right or wrong, and that the mistake is with us rather than with the theory.

To apply this critical tool correctly, then, it helps to distinguish between levels of certainty
and consensus and be aware of the ways in which our own beliefs may be parochial. For
instance, our level of confidence about the wrongness of rape, genocide, or slavery is
presumably much greater than our confidence about issues such as euthanasia, polyamory, or
genetic engineering. If a moral theory disagrees with our beliefs about the latter, we should be
far less sure that it is the theory that is wrong rather than us. We should also try to avoid
drawing large conclusions from single cases. A moral theory that makes predictions at odds
with our considered judgments across a range of cases is more likely to be wrong than one
that gives us the “wrong” answer in just a few instances. (pp.4-5)

B AEERNBEMTXE : [First, we can ask whether an
ethical theory is internally consistent. If the various principles of the
theory cannot be cashed out in logically coherent way, or the theory

tells us that a particular action is both morally right and morally
wrong at the same time, then we have very good reason to reject it,
or at least to expect that it be modified to remove the contradiction.
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Note that some of Aristotle’s virtues and vices involve emotions, like fear. The person who is
courageous is the person who not only acts correctly in the context of situations, but who also
fears just those things that are worth fearing. Bravery or courage thus is not simply a matter
of overcoming fear, but also of experiencing fear correctly—that is, in relation to things that
are worth fearing and to the right degree for the right circumstances. Similarly, Aristotle sees
that there are right and wrong patterns in the way in which we get angry. The person who is
even-tempered does get angry, but she gets angry to the right degree with the right people in
the right circumstances.

You may wonder how this is possible. The virtues are sup- posed to be ways in which our
capacity for practical reason can be correctly tuned in the various spheres in which it
operates. But now Aristotle is identifying emotions as one of those spheres. Moreover, he
seems to be saying that a virtue like bravery is not merely a matter of how we deal reasonably
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with the fear we feel, but in addition how we fear reasonably.

The solution to this puzzle is that Aristotle thought that emotions like fear were partly made
up of judgments. As a result, they can be reasonable or unreasonable. So he took emotions in
general to be complex packages of judgment, pleasure, and/or pain, plus desire. Anger, for
example, is a kind of painful distress that arises from the judgment that you or those close to
you have suffered a conspicuous harm, conjoined with a desire for revenge and even, in many
cases, an anticipatory pleasure at the prospect of getting your own back.

FEBRUEEPIHEDTF  Note that some of Aristotle's

virtues and vices involve emotions, like fear. The person who is

courageous is the person who not only acts correctly in the context
of situations, but who also fears just those things that are worth
fearing. Bravery or courage thus is not simply a matter of

overcoming fear, but also of experiencing fear correctly—that is, in
relation to things that are worth fearing and to the right degree for
the right circumstances. Similarly, Aristotle sees that there are right
and wrong patterns in the way in which we get angry. The person
who is even-tempered does get angry, but she gets angry to the
right degree with the right people in the right circumstances.
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