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It has become unquestioningly accepted, even within educational circles, that values, 
including moral values, are in the last analysis, relative, dependent on cultural and social 
affections and preferences. The popularity of this view among educationists seems to be 
due to the inroad made by social science into teacher education. It has long been a 
platitude, in "aims of education" lectures of sociology of education courses, to say that 
education is socialisation. Now, such a lecturer cannot mean that education in maths, logic 
or physics is merely socialisation, that it is in the end only a matter of learning to do what 
Romans do whilst being in Rome. He cannot mean that if it is believed on Mars that ‘1+1 
makes 1’, then maths education there would mean being socialised into the mindset that 
tolerates that contradiction. This is obviously absurd, just as it was absurd for the British 
Marxist educational sociologist, Michael Young, to claim, in a college text entitled Knowledge 
and Control(1971), that knowledge is merely a means of the dominant social class to 
perpetuate its power over the masses. Did he mean to say that we can invent just any 
physical science, logic and maths, and other fields of enquiry in our attempt to come to come 
to terms with, and understand the physical and mental realities of the world? The seeming 
plausibility of saying that education is socialisation, or that "knowledge" represents no 
objective reality but only arbitrary dictates by the dominant social class as a means to 
perpetuate its power and control, occurs only when you have values education or 
"knowledge" of values in mind. For the view has had its vogue, in relatively recent western 
philosophy, that apart from logical truths like maths, the only fields of objective knowledge 
that can exist consist of descriptions of physical and/or mental matter. That, of course, ruled 
out value claims from the arena of objective truths, as the peculiar element of valuation, after 
the matter to be evaluated has been truthfully described, is not a further description, but a 
judgement. In that tradition of thinking, value claims in morality, art and even religion are 
given a significance, if not only of evincing feeling, then only of expressing some ultimately 
subjective and unarguable stance one takes towards life and things and persons around – 
they are still descriptive in significance, except that they describe, somewhat slantwise, 
subjective psychic states and attitudes. 

Now, it is this moral relativism that is, in the last analysis, behind the problem the organisers 
of a recent conference on values education have described as "the shrinking altruism…of 
modern and post-modern living" in which "the enduring values of education seem lost in the 
sea of assertions". How could values be enduring in young minds where so many so-called 
moral educators have dared only to teach "values clarification", implying that once students 
are clear about their value positions, there is nothing more to be said, as they have the right 
to their own value preferences. Notice it has long been unquestioned practice, in socio-
psychology courses of teacher training, to classify values in the affective domain of Bloom’s 
taxonomy of educational objectives, in order to distinguish values from the "cognitive 
domain". Even when it is protested that affections have a cognitive aspect, the suggestion 
remains that in the end it is just the way one feels about things that determines one’s mental 
outlook where values are concerned. On that assumption, what right have we to insist that 



succeeding generations adopt our values, which would only be at bottom mere consensus 
as regards our subjective feelings and preferences, based upon practical needs such as our 
having to agree enough so that society may be viable? Why shouldn’t they claim the right to 
be left to work out their own consensus, since, on this view, it is commonality and agreement 
rather than objective truth that is to foster social viability? Indeed, if the good is merely a 
matter of preference, why not anarchy and suicide if that is the preference? So, if there are 
no objective value imperatives, why should one be pragmatic and work out some consensus 
that would work to bind the social group and enable its survival, since the value subjectivism 
would also leave it as a matter of preference whether to survive or not? Why not enjoy doses 
of drug-induced trips, and then die? What value can there be other than some people’s taste 
and preference in the postponement of gratification, and the survival of culture and 
civilisation? We can go on in this vein. 

I mentioned above that the present subjectivist trend began in recent western philosophy. 
When a philosophy takes hold of people’s minds, it tends, like other initiators of fads, to start 
a trend that continues, even after philosophy itself, or at least other competent philosophers, 
have had second and/or opposing thoughts on the issue. Such fashionable beliefs are even 
more tenaciously guarded among converts in other less rigorously argumentative disciplines, 
as the unquestioned value relativism of much present-day social science seems to illustrate. 
However, philosophy being by nature more of a dialectical discipline than others, it is less 
excusable for many, usually the younger philosophers, to continue to take the relativist line, 
whilst ignoring the sort of counter-argument which it is the aim of this paper to bring out for 
our consideration. Whilst considering, we will have to add a couple of observations, 
hopefully to tighten the case for advocating moral objectivism, and thereby help arrest the 
contemporary lapsing into moral relativism and decadence. 

It has been often enough brought out – but not mentioned in many textbooks that dutifully 
restate the problems any claim to moral objectivism is supposed to face – that value 
relativism cannot be stated without internal contradiction. For instance, the view already 
appeared in the early fifties in CS Lewis’ The Abolition Man, and in 1972, Bernard Williams 
wrote a Harper Torchbook introduction to ethics, where the same point is brought out in the 
chapters on moral subjectivism and relativism(1). This is that advocacy of value relativism 
intrinsically involves claiming at least one value principle to be valid across cultures. The 
point of mooting the relativist thesis, in our time and surely other times too, is to insist on the 
right of peoples to their own values and culture. What is this right if not the value principle of 
autonomy and freedom? And appealing to this principle has point only on the assumption 
that it is acknowledged by both the indigenous people being protected, who presumably 
value their freedom, and the interferers it is directed to, who presumably share the value 
enough to feel the impact. The same appeal to a validity that transcends one’s social context 
and culture is tacitly made by indigenous men of affairs, well-read in social science, who 
protest against external interference in matters of values, which they claim are for only locals 
to decide upon. My country, Singapore, for instance, whilst welcoming foreign talents and 
consultants in science and technology, and the like, have been relentlessly scolding the 
foreign press for not respecting her right not to value freedom as much as the Americans. 
It’s done by appeal to her right to non-interference in her values, an appeal that would have 
no point if that right were just another value that is decided locally, and the foreigners the 
appeal is aimed at were not necessarily bound by it. And Singapore leaders should take 
kindly to another example of Bernard Williams’ to show up the untenableness of the relativist 
position. Williams asks, should you see a neighbour about to kill his wife in their own house, 
whether your acclaimed moral relativism would excuse your not intervening on the ground 
that it is happening in a place you have no right to intrude. Lee Kuan Yew, as you all must 
know, has never been a relativist when he uses other countries as cases in point to illustrate 
political and moral failings, and Singapore has joined other nations in condemning apartheid 
and approving the attack on Iraq, Kosovo, and now Afghanistan, as just wars. 



There are even more fundamental contradictions in the subjectivist/relativist stance. Richard 
Peters, in Part Two of his seminal work Ethics and Education, published in 1965, develops 
what he calls, following Kant, the "transcendental argument" to provide some basic reasons 
to show why any attempt to make practical choices, which inevitably involves discriminating 
between persons or things, and picking the right options, would commit the participants of a 
form of life characterised by such practical reasoning, to the principles of equality and 
justice, the worth of truth and knowledge, liberty, the consideration of interests, respect for 
persons and fraternity (2). Despite that Peters presents this thesis as a novel way of 
securing objectivity for ethics, it has been largely undiscussed in mainstream moral 
philosophy. The reason could be that it is presented in a book in the philosophy of 
education, an enquiry that even now is not a clearly established branch of mainstream 
philosophy. It is worse if it is just a neglect of something unfashionable, for we shall see that 
it hardly deserves to be ignored. 

Peters has developed the idea with a former colleague A P Griffiths, and he warns that 
Griffiths would not agree to his extending the thesis beyond establishing the principle of 
equality and justice. But this difference need not affect the validity of the various principles 
Peters wants to uphold, if his basic contention is right. For if we regard being respected and 
being the target of fraternity to be in people’s interest, then with equality and justice secured 
as the principle to govern the distribution of interests, the moral right of persons to those 
goods would be also secured. And truthfulness is conceptually tied in with justice and 
equality, since just equality and just inequality is attainable only on the basis of truthful 
discrimination. So, also, is liberty, since you have the best chance of finding the truth only 
where there is free enquiry and expression. And, as Peters asserts, the latter would be 
pointless without the freedom to act on what one freely decides upon. So, then, all we need 
do, to cut a long story short, is to state Peters’ argument to uphold justice and equality. 

Equality is a presumption we start with in our treatment of persons and things, such that the 
onus of proof is placed on whomever wants to discriminate amongst them, to show why the 
difference in treatment is just. Only proven unequals, in respects which are relevant, should 
be treated unequally in a manner proportionate and fair. Now, in the form of life we can’t 
help but live within, discrimination and choice is necessary and crucial. Some criticism of 
Peters that appeared in education philosophy journals have made such claims as that there 
could be those who opt out of all choosing, and depend on others’ good choices to survive. 
Peters’ point is rather that, even should such escapes and parasitism be possible, it is not 
particular, factual commitment to choosing that matters for his thesis. He is concerned to 
show that choice has to be a basic social trait in our form of life, without which, that life-form 
wouldn’t be at all viable, no matter how tolerant it can be of bad choices and pure laziness 
after there are enough people choosing well to sustain it. As such, even the lazy should 
acknowledge, if not practise, the value of choosing rather than plumbing. This being so, then 
Peters wants to say that just as choice is a basic imperative which all should comply with, 
even though there will be those who comply badly or not at all, so is justice and equality. For 
after all, choice is already an instantiation in practice of justice and equality. When we 
choose, we discriminate truthfully between this and that, and pick the one for special 
treatment that is right and just. We practise the principle that unless there is demonstrated a 
relevant and appropriate difference between this and that, discriminating between them 
would be arbitrary and unjust, and so equality should be the rule. Notice that the form of life 
typified by choice is universal of all mankind in the sense that, even though there have been 
communities where discrimination and choice is embryonic and primitive, it remains there an 
imperative that it should be enhanced. So, we have here a basis for claiming universality for 
the justice and equality such a life-form is committed to. 

Thus far, the arguments we examined only show that a form of life presupposes certain 
principles. It may be, and has been objected that values, especially moral values, cannot be 



left as mere presuppositions. Morality has a unique imperatival force. Peters’ answer is that 
he is meaning only to provide reasons for upholding what we already accept as traditional 
morality, and so the colour, so to speak, of morality is already there to begin with. Let us 
follow this lead, and see if this colour can be given more definite hue. Now, there is a school 
of moral objectivism that bases the validity of morality ultimately on intuition. Suppose we 
can claim to perceive moral values by intuition, and also discover that what we intuit to be 
basic moral imperatives tally with what Peters has established to be basic and inescapable 
commitments of human life, then the case for moral intuitionism will be further strengthened 
in a very fundamental way. I shall in the remainder of this paper say something to bolster 
this suggestion, and hopefully leave us with something worthwhile to ponder over that might 
lead to our rediscovery, as educationists, of a basis to anchor the moral education of our 
young. 

The criticism has been repeatedly mooted, in moral philosophy textbooks, that intuition can 
at most establish some factual feature or aspect of an act or a situation being appraised, and 
that from whatever fact that may exist, it is not warranted to derive the moral imperative that 
one ought to promote it in one’s moral life. This view is similar to the objection to Peters’ 
mentioned above, for the fact that some principles are presupposed by a form of life is still a 
fact, and the same logic that you can’t derive the moral "ought" from a mere fact could be 
claimed to apply to Peters’ thesis. However, this objection would be relevant only to an 
intuitionist position like G E Moore’s (3), who indeed rendered his thesis open to criticism by 
identifying the moral good with a "property" to be intuited in good things or acts. This 
"property" would still be a factual thing even if it were "non-natural", as Moore claimed. But 
whilst textbooks have sustained this attack on the thesis, they have largely ignored a simple 
answer to it, which can be and has been given. Must ethical intuitionism presuppose a 
factual property to intuit? Might not we, at the ultimate level of moral awareness, be just 
intuitively sure of certain prescripts that are experienced to be moral, categorical and 
binding? We just see it to be so, that truthfulness matters, and that in our dealings with 
persons and things, truthful characterisation and fair discrimination in treatment of them is 
fundamental and imperatival. We experience this as a call to duty we feel as part of a mode 
of experience we label "moral". Ultimate moral prescripts are thus perceived directly, and not 
derived from anything else, fact or otherwise. And Peters’ thesis can be proffered, not as 
deriving moral "oughts" from the mere fact of having presuppositions, but as providing 
support of a very basic sort for the claim to having distinctive moral intuitions. For the act of 
discriminating fairly in the making of choices, which commits our way of life to the 
importance of truthfulness and justice, is the very procedure the intuitionist claims to be 
aware of as being required as an ultimate moral injunction. That there exists such a basic 
commitment that coincides with the claim to intuition surely lends it added creditability. 

The point just made should add to the answers, also ignored, which the prominent ethical 
intuitionist, AC Ewing (4), has given to an oft-repeated textbook criticism. This is that 
appealing ultimately to intuition to settle moral disputes is in effect subjective, since intuitions 
may and do clash, and when this happens, appealing to yet other intuitions to resolve the 
conflict would merely add to the clash of personal impressions. Ewing points out that 
differences in purported intuitions may be explained by such factors as some intuitions’ 
being only partially valid or even wholly invalid, owing to such factors as persons’ not being 
properly predisposed or qualified to intuit. To resolve conflicting intuitions, appeals could be 
made to the claimants’ relevant credentials, like being trustworthy in other related areas of 
enquiry or their living saintly lives so that "by their fruits" we may acknowledge their 
intuitions. In case differences in intuitions are due to their being only partially correct, we 
may compare them in order to discern commonalities beneath the differences. And so on. 
More fundamentally, if with Peters, we find that the human form of life presupposes certain 
basic policies, and these tally with what we find to be basically the claimed moral intuitions of 



saintly and intelligent persons, wouldn’t it be reasonable to place our trust in what they intuit 
in common? 

It may be possible to have an even more fundamental support for claims to moral intuition. 
Other than the commitment to the worth of choice and discrimination, and hence to justice 
and truthfulness, mankind is directly committed to logic, truth and justice in understanding 
and discrimination. Here we may refer to such doctrines as the Greek logos or the 
Chinese li or dao. Man cannot deny the existence of, and value of complying with, the logic 
or li or dao of things. There can be no being without compliance with the logic of being. And 
there is being, manifested in all its varieties of form and substance, in the existence of the 
universe and all living things within it. And it makes no sense to deny the value of the logic of 
being and existence, since without that, and in a state of chaos and non-being, there cannot 
exist the very understanding that a denial of anything would involve. Now, in all its forms, 
logos or li basically requires the truthful and just discrimination and ordering of things and 
organisms for their actualisation and maintenance in being. Here again, we notice the 
coincidence of the value of truth and justice for all things existing, with the moral intuition that 
there is a categorical imperatival force that compels mankind to be truthful and fair in the 
distribution of interests in all dealings and interpersonal relations. It may be significant that 
this implied distinction between the moral li, and the li of other modes of reality and human 
affairs, does not exist or is blurred in the Chinese tradition. All li takes on the moral hue in 
the Chinese tradition. Perhaps the Chinese, and the ancient Greeks and others too, have 
been right in seeing the moral, indeed religious Good manifested, or in need of being 
manifested, in all reality. In this case, the coincidence of li with the moral li would do more 
than support the intuitionist claim to the latter. The intuition been thus supported, wouldn’t it 
in turn also support the further intuition that all reality has its ultimate significance in the 
same source that is moral and, perhaps also religious? But that would be another story. 

A couple more objections need to be noted. Textbook criticisms abound charging that the 
conception of intuition is clouded in mystery, as it implies the existence of a special faculty of 
discernment that cannot even be clearly stated to be empirically ascertained. Again, Ewing 
has already proffered an answer. Why should intuition in morality be seen to need a special 
psychic faculty, while in other areas of enquiry, we are also expected, at ultimate levels and 
crucial junctures, to merely acknowledge first principles and the validity of logical 
connexions, and no special faculty is claimed to be needed for the cognition? It doesn’t 
matter whether or not we call such cognition "intuition". It is the same thing, ie. cognition 
achieved without reasoning and demonstrating. Thus, logical rules presupposed in 
reasoning, such as that the same thing cannot be both true and false at the same time, are 
just seen to be valid. So are the first principles of mathematics. And if a pupil cannot see the 
connexion between the steps of a valid argument, there is no way to help him other than to 
lead him through the argument again, and hope that in the process the penny drops and he 
is enlightened. For even your arguing further, if at all possible, to demonstrate the validity, 
will contain logical steps he is expected just to see as valid. 

Lastly, against our suggestion that moral objectivity may be based upon intuitively discerned 
ultimate universal principles, like truthfulness, justice and equality, the objection may be 
made that being highly abstract, they provide no substantive guidance in concrete social 
contexts, as they may be freely interpreted there. Therefore, we would have subjectivism all 
over again. This may well be a contention behind the ethical relativism of "post-
modernism"(whatever this term is supposed to pick out). I don’t know if the relatively recent 
book, After Virtue, by Alasdair MacIntyre (5), has influenced the currently popular view that 
everything about morality will have been said by describing and "story-telling" of the ways of 
life of social contexts and their shared goals and desires. There are no such things as 
distinctive moral goods prescribing moral goals and obligating all humanity to pursue them. 
MacIntyre thinks such purported moral universalism is a vain wish that remains after 



homogeneous fellowships and social entities, like the city-states of ancient Greece, have 
disintegrated or become otherwise untenable, and real, substantive moralities, defined by 
specific social goals and desires, have been difficult to sustain. The moral good can only be 
identical with a people’s collective goals, and these are based on what they in fact find 
desirable. The distinction forged between the moral "ought" and what is in fact desired by 
social groups is unreal. The purported moral "ought" is precisely what is vainly wish for. 
Surprisingly, MacIntyre blames Kant, the notable champion of the categorical moral 
imperative (who distinguished it from mere imperatives determined by optional wants and 
motives), for fanning moral subjectivism and decadence. If a people’s actual wants and 
goals cannot be identified with what they should morally pursue, and if they should found 
their morality on abstract and freely interpretable notions such as the call to duty or the 
moral "ought", is it a wonder that socially recalcitrant people have emerged, alienating 
themselves from and undermining the society they belong to, in the name of moral 
universalism and distinctiveness? So MacIntyre would go along with those who say that 
moral education is socialisation, and that all we can and should do is to relate the relevant 
group scenario, and once pupils are clear about the sort of loyalty towards the actually 
desired social goals demanded, we’ve done our job. MacIntyre might not be as narrow as to 
be readily accused of implying that, since in Nazi Germany Nazism was their "story", then 
that was right for them. For he would insist that such fads must jostle for value status in 
terms of cohesion in depth and breadth within continuous traditions. But in principle, his 
thesis amounts to an appeal to a story told only, even if it has to be a longer and more 
inclusive story. There is no more to be had. On his account, there would be the social bond 
of being part of a long story still unfolding. If we insist on a universal moral "ought", the pupil 
would be utterly at sea, the idea being so airy. Half a loaf would be better than no bread. But 
would that be even half a loaf? If it’s at bottom only a story, how do we convince our young 
to join us? Why can’t they start their own story? It won’t work, all things considered; it’s not 
realistic, they are inevitably part of us, etc.? Well, why should they care if it works on the 
whole; they can see the immediate successes and pleasures. And so on. 

Nowhere in MacIntyre’s book do we see a reference to Ewing, Peters or Bernard Williams. 
So, our discussion of aspects of their work should suggest a corrective to the danger 
MacIntyre’s work seems to permit. Indeed, McIntyre could have included in his story the 
necessary appeal to those principles Peters and others have discerned in the story of man, 
and then he should see that this story, in its most basic and inclusive, would be universal in 
its commitment to justice and truth. Then he would not need to be so despairing of finding 
universally discernible principles of conduct, even though he would need to complement this 
with an appeal to moral intuition for the reasons we gave above. But McIntyre has not read 
Peters, and he sees nothing overlapping and cross-cultural in his stories of man. 

With the principles of justice and truthfulness – perceived intuitively and further ascertained 
in the basic way of Peters’ – to govern interpersonal relations and the distribution of goods 
and services in any human society, cross-cultural, cross-group, and cross-generation moral 
criticism and education would be enabled. As Peters points out, the principles, even though 
general, define the relevant factors that persons are morally obligated to consider in specific 
social situations in any societal and cultural context, and the procedures to follow in fulfilling 
the obligations. They forbid unequal treatment without due justification based on the truth 
about persons and things. The procedural policy is applied to the handling of the specific 
substances and interests of particular social groups. So there will be substantive stories to 
tell, and not things abstract and freely interpretive. But they will be stories told following 
objectively valid and universally acknowledged conventions that render them true works of 
art. 
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