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Fact and Value

In the chapter “Fact and Value” Hilary Putnam makes arguments against the separation of statements of fact and value judgments, as well as analyze the objectivity of ethical values. The fact-value dichotomy maintains that either a statement is a fact or it is a value judgment. The two types are completely disjoint. Putnam bemoans the trend that this dichotomy has become institutionalized, or generally accepted as absolute by the majority of society. His way of defeating this notion is to expose the values that are presupposed by our main tool for producing factual statements: scientific inquiry. The question is, what values are implicit in science? 


Before answering the question Putnam first must fend off the rejoinder to his analysis, namely that science does presuppose certain values such as finding truth, but that these value are not ethical values. Because of this the fact-value dichotomy is still intact. So in order to respond to this, we introduce the strawman opponent who holds only one value, namely the value of truth itself. Truth is not a simple idea however and does not “come to life” without a concept of rational acceptability for statements which claim to be true. An example of this is a person with a gleam in his eye that asks you, “Do you wish to know the Truth?”. Of course people will be leery of this gleaming individual because we do not know his standards of rational acceptability for truth and so anything he says is a purely formal statement. The answer then to the strawman problem is that truth is not the bottom line as it gets its life or meaning from our standards of rational acceptability. 


An example proposed by Putnam involves his bread and butter problem: the Brains in a Vat dilemma.  This time he takes it up a level by holding that the entire country of Australia believes that humans are all brains in a vat. The Australians hold this belief mainly due to a certain character known as the Guru of Sydney, who just knows that we are all brains in a vat. Their system of ethics is indistinguishable from our own. They even will accept our scientific discoveries as descriptions of things that take place in the image. The claim here is that the world view held by the Australians is crazy and furthermore that people in the rest of the world regard Australians as having sick minds. The problem with the Australian theory is that it is incoherent because of the fact that the standards of scientific testing, discovery, and verification of their theory are nonexistent. Their only methodology for testing the theory is to refer back to the Guru. Their theory also says nothing about things outside of the vat, which they surely postulate, so it is not complete. In short the theory does not exhibit certain virtues that we recognize to be essential for any theory. Putnam lists instrumental efficacy, coherence, completeness, and simplicity as virtues that must be present in a scientific theory. These values are part of our cognitive notion of human flourishing and this is why we demand a theory to hold the values listed above. So the “real world” we observe is dependent upon our values.  

To attack the fact-value dichotomy further, Putnam introduces another example of a different group of Australians (super-Benthamites) that have vastly different (and sick) values. These sick values lead them to redefine terms different from our own such that descriptions of things from them will not be adequate for us and vice versa. These people’s sick concept of human flourishing is what causes them to “not get the world right” in the same way the brain in a vat Australians’ concept of rational acceptability did.


Putnam turns his attention to the objectivity of values while also taking a look at moral subjectivism. He claims some values, namely those values listed above, must be objective. Otherwise making claims about “facts” is impossible, even facts about things being relative to each other. We need some set of objective values in order to determine the rational conception of rationality itself. 


Facts about ethical values have been put into question in recent times due to the prominence of moral subjectivism that holds that ethical observations are infected with what is called projection. Projection is the theory that claims that ethical observations are actually subjective evaluations of our own ethical feelings. In other words there are no objective value properties, just ethical feelings. Putnam refuted this earlier by showing that there are at least some values that are objective so he now turns his attention to what is wrong with arguments for moral subjectivism.


The main problem, Putnam claims, with views about moral subjectivity is that people have a somewhat trumped up view of science, particularly physics. Physics is seen as the “One True Theory” and anything that is not reducible to physics we become too subjective about. Putnam states that some people wish to throw ideas like, “sense of justice” and “having an idea of good” out the window because they are unscientific. However this does not mean that both of these things are wrong, it just means that they are not reducible to physics. This does not mean they are in conflict with physics though. Putnam utilizes his argument from an earlier chapter that showed that reference is not reducible to physics, but that that does not mean reference is in conflict with physics. He claims ethics is not reducible to physics in a similar way that reference is not. Putnam then uses an example of a rainbow to show that vision gives us a different notion of what a rainbow is than a physics spectrometer does. So if the irreducibility of ethics to physics shows ethics is a projection, that means colors and the natural world are too, but this sort of projection is not subjective. 
