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– Abstract 
 
Ideal observer theory is an attempt to solve the meta-ethical question: What does it mean that “x is right” or “x is good”? The 
starting point for the ideal observer theory can be dated to 1950s and to Roderick Firth’s article “Ethical Absolutism and the Ideal 
Observer”. For example Adam Smith and David Hume can be seen as predecessors for this theory, but Firth was the first to 
address this theory fully. 
 
The answer to the meta-ethical question stated above is the following. We define a being that is omniscient with respect to non-
ethical facts, he is omnipercipient, he is disinterested, he is dispassionate, he is consistent, and he is in other respects normal. 
Then we call this being the ideal observer. The ideal observer’s reactions or dispositions determine whether the ethical situation is 
right or wrong. 
 
My interpretation of the ideal observer is that it constitutes a thought experiment. As Firth states, it is not necessary for the ideal 
observer to actually exist. It is enough that we imagine him. A lot of the critique on Firth’s theory seems to have missed this point. 
For example Richard Brandt, Thomas Carson, and Jonathan Harrison put a lot of effort into trying to fix the problem that is caused 
by the impossibility of the existence of such a being as the ideal observer. Another part of the theory, which caused a lot of the 
critique to sound an alarm, was the claim that the ideal observer is normal. Normality is, of course, hard to define as anything else 
than as a statistical tendency. Simply put, the ideal observer is normal in other respects, meaning that he possesses superhuman 
characteristics, but is still otherwise a regular person. 
 
In a meta-ethical thesis one must also attend to epistemological issues. In this thesis I claim that the ideal observer needs what I 
call “high level intuitionism”. This means that the “moral skills” the ideal observer possesses are analogous to the skills possessed 
by highly trained professional in their fields of work. I use as an example the Japanese chicken sexers. They train for years to 
acquire a very specific skill: to be able to identify the sex of a chick when it is only one day old. Expert chicken sexers are 
extremely good at this, but they cannot tell how they do it. This is high level intuitionism. The ideal observer must possess 
something similar to this. And this is not something one acquires automatically. Therefore I added reason as one crucial element of 
the ideal observer’s characteristics. High level intuitionism can be acquired with the help of reason. 
 
In addition to the more ambitious part of my thesis that I just described, I also studied basics of ethics. One of my main 
observations is that meta-ethics needs to deal with epistemology and therefore the line between ethics and epistemology wavers. 
This is clear if we take another look at the main question of this thesis: What does it mean that “x is right”? It is both ethical and 
epistemological question. 
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Tiivistelmä  Referat – Abstract 
 
Ideaalitarkkailijan teoria on metaeettinen teoria ja se pyrkii vastaamaan metaetiikan kysymykseen: mitä tarkoittaa lause “x on 
oikein” tai “x on hyvä”. Ideaalitarkkailijan teorian alku voidaan ajoittaa 1950-luvulle, sillä silloin Roderick Firth julkaisi artikkelin 
”Ethical Absolutism and the Ideal Observer”. Esimerkiksi Adam Smith ja David Hume voidaan nähdä tämän teorian edeltäjinä, 
mutta Firth oli ensimmäinen, joka kehitti nimenomaan ideaalitarkkailijan teoriaa. 
 
Firthin vastaus edellä esitettyyn metaetiikan kysymykseen on seuraava. Määritellään olento, joka on kaikkinäkevä suhteessa ei-
eettisiin faktoihin, on kaikenymmärtävä, on esteetön, on maltillinen, on johdonmukainen ja muissa suhteissa normaali. Tätä olentoa 
kutsutaan ideaalitarkkailijaksi. Ideaalitarkkailijan reaktiot määrittävät onko eettisesti relevantti tilanne oikein vai väärin. 
 
Tulkintani ideaalitarkkailijasta on, että se muodostaa ajatuskokeen. Kuten Firth toteaa, ideaalitarkkailijan ei tarvitse olla olemassa. 
Riittää, että kuvittelemme hänet. Monet kriitikoista tuntuvat ymmärtäneen tämän kohdan väärin.  Esimerkiksi Richard Brandt, 
Thomas Carson ja Jonathan Harrison kritisoivat paljon sitä, että ideaalitarkkailija ei voi olla olemassa, mutta unohtavat, että 
ideaalitarkkailijan ei myöskään tarvitse olla olemassa. Toinen monia kriitikoita hätkähdyttänyt kohta on se, että ideaalitarkkailija 
olisi normaali.  Normaaliutta on todella vaikea määritellä muuten kuin tilastollisena asiana. Voidaankin sanoa yksinkertaisesti, että 
ideaalitarkkailija on normaali lukuun ottamatta yliluonnollisia kykyjään. 
 
Metaetiikassa on pakko tarkastella myös epistemologisia kysymyksiä. Tässä työssä väitän, että ideaalitarkkailija tarvitsee ns. 
”korkean tason intuitionismia”. Tämä tarkoittaa, että ”moraaliset taidot”, joita ideaalitarkkailijalla on, ovat analogisia niihin taitoihin 
joita korkeasti koulutetut ammattilaiset omaavat.  Käytän esimerkkinä japanilaisia kananpoikasten sukupuolen tunnistajia. He 
opiskelevat vuosia pystyäkseen tunnistamaan kananpojan sukupuolen kun se on vain päivän vanha. He ovat äärimmäisen hyviä 
tässä, mutta eivät silti osaa sanoa miten he tietävät oikean vastauksen lähes joka kerta. Tämä on korkea tason intuitionismia. 
Ideaalitarkkailijalla täytyy olla jokin vastaava kyky ja tämä kyky ei synny itsestään. Tämän vuoksi lisäsin ideaalitarkkailijan 
ominaisuuksiin järjen, sillä sen avulla korkean tason intuitionismi voidaan saavuttaa. 
 
Tämän kunnianhimoisemman osuuden lisäksi tutkin opinnäytetyössäni myös etiikan perusteita. Yksi tärkeimmistä havainnoistani 
on se, että metaetiikka todella tarvitsee epistemologiaa ja siksi raja etiikan ja epistemologian välillä häilyy. Tämä on selvää, jos 
palaamme tämän opinnäytetyön pääkysymykseen: mitä tarkoittaa, että ”x on oikein” tai ”x on hyvä”. Se on sekä eettinen että 
epistemologinen kysymys. 
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1 Introduction 

 

Roderick Firth can be seen as the starting point of the modern ideal observer theory in 

ethics. I am not going to discuss extensively the theorists prior to him. For example both 

Adam Smith and David Hume can be seen to have construed some sort of ideal observer 

theories, but to stay focused and on a more modern topic, I shall at the most part let 

them be. As Jason Kawall puts it: “it is rather controversial whether Hume and Smith 

are in fact best understood as ideal observer theorists.” (Kawall 2006, 360 n). In the 

course of this work they will be referred to, but they are not the main references. 

 

What is the general aim of this work then? It is to understand what Roderick Firth 

means with ideal observer theory and what other philosophers have answered to his 

analysis. These other philosophers include Richard Brandt, Thomas Carson, Charles 

Taliaferro, and Thomas Harrison. There will be many other philosophers mentioned, 

who have had their say in the ideal observer theory. One of them is R.M. Hare, who is 

given his very own section of this work, for he has his own version of ideal observer – 

the archangel. Other philosophers include G.E. Moore, who has contributed this work as 

an intuitionist and as a supporter of the concept that good is indefinable. Thomas Nagel 

has given me insight into what reason means. I got the concept of is-ought problem 

from David Hume and some comments to the idea that passions are needed from Adam 

Smith. Nicholas Sturgeon has been my main help in understanding intuitionism. There 

were also numerous students who contributed to my work by giving advice at the 

seminar sessions we had. 

 

In addition to the multiple ideal observer theories that will be mentioned and researched, 

I will also consider one other type of theory. It is called ideal moral reaction theory and 

it is derived from ideal observer theory by Jonathan Harrison. Ideal moral reaction 

theory switches the aim from being an ideal observer into being able to have ideal moral 

reactions. This switch is also the problem of the ideal moral reaction theory as it 

becomes more distant from meta-ethics. 

 

What is meta-ethics then? Michael Smith defines it in the The Oxford Handbook of 

Contemporary Philosophy in contrast to normative ethics. In normative ethics we ask 

questions such as “To which principles do people implicitly or explicitly commit 

themselves when they engage in moral appraisal? Are the principles consequentialist or 
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deontological in character, or is moral thought less general and more particularistic? 

Should we be monists about good or pluralists? Are the goods all neutrally 

characterizable, or are some egocentric? Is justice a matter of equality, or is it rather a 

matter of giving priority to the worst off?” (Smith 2007, 2.) 

 

In normative ethics, we always have to make at least some kind of assumptions. These 

assumptions are, as Smith puts it, about the nature of moral judgments. That is the meta-

level which meta-ethics deals with. In Smith’s words: “at the other end from familiar 

substantive questions in normative ethics lie much more general and abstract questions 

about the nature of moral judgements themselves. These are questions that we can at 

least attempt to answer while remaining neutral about substantive questions in 

normative ethics”. (Smith 2007, 3.) 

 

The question in this particular meta-ethical theory, the ideal observer theory, is: What 

does it mean when I say “x is right”? And the answer Firth gives, is that saying “x is 

right” equals saying “any ideal observer would react to x in an approvable way under 

such and such conditions” (Firth 1952, 329). I.e. all ethical statements can be 

formulated by using ideal observer in the above mentioned way. So, we are not dealing 

with substantial questions here, but with questions beyond the substantial level. This is 

the level we have to deal with before we can engage in the debate of substantial ethical 

questions. 

  

Firth introduced the concept of the ideal observer (IO from here on) in his 1952 article 

“Ethical Absolutism and the Ideal Observer” published in Philosophy and 

Phenomenological Research. It resulted in numerous replies and commentaries. I shall 

first examine Firth’s article in detail, then move on to critiques and solutions suggested 

to it. Ideal is the keyword here. Something that is ideal is a benchmark against which we 

reflect how close we are at fulfilling our goals. The IO is this kind of benchmark in 

ethics. We are not looking for any existing IO, but we are trying to see if the IO is ideal 

in the right way. 
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2 Firth’s Original Version 

 

2.1 General Characteristics 

 

To begin with, Firth states that his analysis is absolutist and dispositional. And, 

according to Firth, this type of analysis excels for it manages to meet the major 

demands of many ethical schools that are traditionally held to be opposite to each other. 

(Firth 1952, 317–318.) In the first part of his article Firth discusses five important 

characteristics which are common to all absolutist dispositional analyses. In the second 

part he proposes six characteristics for the IO. I will proceed by first looking at the more 

general definitions and then seeing through the IO’s characteristics. 

 

2.1.1 It Is absolutist 

 

Firth defines relativism in the following way: “any statement is relative if its meaning 

cannot be expressed without using a word or other expression which is egocentric” 

(Firth 1952, 318). It is important to note right at the beginning the word “egocentric”. 

By avoiding egocentric expressions, Firth maintains that his analysis is absolutist. Non-

egocentrism is a condition for absolutism. Egocentric expressions are expressions of 

which meanings vary with the speaker who is uttering them. This makes Firth’s 

definition of relativism sound like subjectivism. “They are ambiguous in abstraction 

from their relation to a speaker, but their ambiguity is conventional and systematic” 

(Firth 1952, 318.) Systematic means here, seems to me, that these egocentric 

expressions can be traced back to their speaker and therefore their relation can be 

measured, but only by tracing them back to the speaker. Firth lists these expressions: 

 

They include the personal pronouns (“I,” “you,” etc.), the corresponding 

possessive adjectives (“my,” “your,” etc.), words which refer directly but 

relatively to spatial and temporal location ("this," "that," "here," "there," 

"now," "then," "past," "present," "future"), reflexive expressions such as 

"the person who is speaking," and the various linguistic devices which are 

used to indicate the tense of verbs. All of these egocentric expressions can 

apparently be defined in terms of the word "this." (Firth 1952, 318.) 

 



 

4 
 

Therefore, analysis of ethical statements is relativist if it includes an egocentric 

expression and is not compatible with any alternative analysis not containing an 

egocentric expression. Firth claims that relativist analyses can always be identified by 

inspecting their constituent expressions. He gives some examples. A philosopher is 

ethical relativist if she believes that ethical statement “Such and such a particular act (x) 

is right” can be expressed by other statements. These other statements include for 

example “I like x as much as any alternative to it” and “x is compatible with the mores 

of the social group to which the speaker gives his primary allegiance” (Italics are Firth’s 

and they point out the egocentric expressions). The main argument here is that any of 

these expressions leaves a possibility for one person to claim that an act is right and for 

other to claim that it is wrong. This is relativism. (Firth 1952, 319.) 

  

Firth concludes that absolutist analysis of ethical statements is one that is not relativist. 

Firth’s analysis is, according to him, “absolutist and implies that ethical statements are 

true or false, and consistent or inconsistent with one another, without special reference 

to the people who happen to be asserting them” (Firth 1952, 319). The problems raised 

by the absolutism of Firth’s analysis are discussed in chapter 4.1. 

 

2.1.2 It Is dispositional 

 

Firth claims that “a proposed analysis of ethical statements is dispositional if it 

construes ethical statements to assert that a certain being (or beings), either actual or 

hypothetical, is (or are) disposed to react to something in a certain way”. Disposed to 

react in a certain way means reacting in a certain way “under certain specifiable 

conditions”. Therefore, dispositional analysis can be formulated by using contrary to 

fact conditional. Dispositional analysis of “x is right” might be something like this: 

“Such and such a being, if it existed, would react to x in such and such a way if such 

and such conditions were realized”. (Firth 1952, 320.) The being mentioned in this 

statement refers to an IO. 

  

Firth claims that many dispositional analyses have been proposed by philosophers, but 

most of them have been relativist. Relativist analyses can contradict each other without 

a problem. The goal of absolutist analysis is to reach a viewpoint where the judgment is 

universal. (Firth 1952, 320.) And this is what the IO theory is for. 
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Absolutist dispositional analysis construes ethical statements in one of the following 

three ways: 

 

(1) as assertions about the dispositions of all actual (past, present, and 

future) beings of a certain kind; (2) as assertions about the dispositions of 

all possible beings of a certain kind (of which there might in fact exist 

only one or none at all), or (3) as assertions about the dispositions of a 

majority (or other fraction) of a number of beings (actual of possible) of a 

certain kind. (Firth 1952, 320.) 

 

Firth wants to focus only on the plank number two. First type would lead to the problem 

that there actually would have to exist a being whose dispositions would define whether 

a thing is right or not. Should this being not exist, then all statements containing these 

ethical terms would necessarily be false. This problem is referred to as the problem of a 

null class and included in the critique delivered by Thomas Harrison. This critique is 

dealt with more in chapter 7.1. Surely we wouldn’t want to use ethical terms in a way 

that they would or could be necessarily false. The third type, on the other hand, seems 

for Firth to be even less plausible: ethical judgments expressed by ethical statements 

could be verified only by statistical procedures. (Firth 1952, 320–321.) I can agree with 

Firth here, that ethical statements ought not to be either necessarily false or verifiable 

only by statistical measures. 

 

The option number two doesn’t require that the being which has the dispositions either 

exists or not.  Therefore the IO in Firth’s sense does not need to exist. It can be just a 

thought experiment, as well as an existing being – although an existing IO sounds like 

science fiction and doesn’t really need to be taken into serious consideration. The fact 

whether the IO exists or not is unnecessary information for Firth. The amount of trouble 

this causes depends on the way we assess the theory. If we approach the IO simply as a 

thought experiment, then we don’t need to worry about his existence. This approach 

gains more plausibility if we reflect on the word “ideal”. Ideal means something we try 

to aim at, it is a challenge for us, something we want to reach in our moral decisions, or 

as Firth puts it, “ethically significant reactions” (for example Firth 1954, 324). If, when 

looking at an ethical problem or situation, we think of the IO and what he would do, we 

might well reach better judgment than with just going with our “gut-feeling” or 

immediate emotional response. Clear cases, such as “Should I kick the old lady on the 
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street or not?” don’t necessarily require the use of an IO thought experiment. But in 

more complicated cases it might very well be fruitful to try to look through the IO 

glasses. 

 

Firth claims to be using the word ideal in “approximately the same sense in which we 

speak of a perfect vacuum or a frictionless machine as ideal things”. They don’t exist 

either. The IO is not necessarily virtuous but “merely that he is conceivable and that he 

has certain characteristics to an extreme degree”, as Firth puts it. Firth also contemplates 

whether it would be better to call him an ideal judge but that would be misleading, for 

the IO is not a judge, he is merely “capable of reacting in a manner which will 

determine by definition whether an ethical judgment is true or false”. The IO does not 

need to be a judge but he does need to know what his dispositions are. (Firth 1952, 

321.) It is important to note that IO indeed is not a judge. This is clear when we look at 

the epistemology of the IO. IO’s dispositions are the ethical knowledge we can achieve. 

But the IO himself doesn’t really do anything beyond observing. The only purpose for 

the IO’s existence is that we can perceive his reactions and then make the judgments – 

IO doesn’t make them for us. More on the epistemology of the IO in chapter 3. 

 

In short, Firth’s idea is the following. The analysis that he strives for will construe 

statements of the form “x is P”, where P is a particular ethical predicate, to be identical 

in meaning with the statements of the form: “Any ideal observer would react to x in 

such a way under such and such conditions”. Firth claims that absolutist dispositional 

analysis is extensionally equivalent to one that is relativist: this means that relativist 

analyses are often qualified in reference to ideal conditions. I.e. if we keep adding 

qualifications to relativist analysis, at some point we reach a state where the analysis is 

similar to the IO analysis. At this point, still, the relativist analysis would differ from an 

absolutist one intensionally: relativist would still claim that egocentric reference is 

essential and this would mean that two speakers couldn’t make logically incompatible 

assertions. In absolutist analysis the IOs can make logically incompatible assertions but 

in that case only one of them can be a true IO. (Firth 1952, 321–322.) 
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2.1.3 It Is objectivist 

 

Firth claims that terms “absolutist” and “objectivist” are often used as synonyms. He 

wants to avoid duplication of meaning by using “objectivist” and “subjectivist” in 

ontological sense. Firth writes: 

 

[P]roposed analysis of ethical statements is subjectivist if it construes 

ethical statements in such a way that they would all be false by definition 

if there existed no experiencing subjects (past, present, or future). An 

analysis may be called “objectivist,” on the other hand, if it is not 

subjectivist. Thus it is evident that in this ontological sense, as well as in 

the logical sense, an analysis of the kind which we are discussing is 

objectivist: it construes ethical statements to be assertions about the 

reactions of an ideal observer—an observer who is conceivable but whose 

existence or non-existence is logically irrelevant to the truth or falsity of 

ethical statements. (Firth 1952, 322–323.) 

 

Ethical statements can always be formulated as “contrary-to-fact conditionals”, as 

mentioned earlier. Firth points out that these are not always contrary to fact, and he 

proposes them to be called “independent-of-fact conditionals”. This is noteworthy for, 

as we have already noted, it is not relevant whether the IO in question exists or not. 

Objectivism and absolutism are logically independent characteristics. Main idea with 

objectivism is that the existence of an IO is not relevant, and the main point of 

absolutism is that no egocentric expressions are used in formulating ethical statements. 

(Firth 1952, 323.) For Firth objectivism does not refer to some “objectivist knowledge” 

but to the definition that no experiencing subject is required. 

 

2.1.4 It Is Relational 

 

This characteristic requires an idea of causality. As Firth writes: 

 

An analysis of ethical statements is relational if it construes ethical terms 

in such a way that to apply an ethical term to a particular thing (for 

example, an act), is to assert that that thing is related in a certain way to 

some other thing, either actual or hypothetical. There is no doubt that an 
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absolutist dispositional analysis is relational, since it construes ethical 

statements as asserting that a lawful relationship exists between certain 

reactions of an ideal observer and the acts or other things to which an 

ethical term may correctly be applied. (Firth 1952, 324.) 

 

As Firth stated, lawful relationship exists between the IO’s reactions and acts or other 

things to which ethical terms may be applied. Lawful relationship is that the IO’s 

dispositions are the ethical facts.  This has something to do with what Firth calls 

“secondary qualities”. It means “that to say that a daffodil is yellow is to say something 

about the way the daffodil would appear to a certain kind of observer under certain 

conditions”. Here yellow is a relational property of daffodil (physical object). And, 

according to Firth, “right” is analogously relational property. Therefore “right” and 

“yellow” might designate equally simple properties. Firth wants to take this analogy 

further. He claims that  

 

Many philosophers believe that the adjective “yellow” designates both a 

relational property of physical objects and a non-relational property of 

sense-data—a distinction corresponding roughly to the popular use of the 

terms “really yellow” and “apparently yellow.” And it is quite possible not 

only that the term “right” is similarly ambiguous, but also that in one of its 

senses it designates a characteristic of human experience (apparent 

rightness) which in some important respect is just as simple and 

unanalyzable as the property of apparent yellowness. (Firth 1952,324.) 

  

This reminds me of what G.E. Moore stresses numerous times in his Principia Ethica – 

that good cannot be defined, that it is a simple notion just as Firth defined it: 

 

My point is that ‘good’ is a simple notion, just as ‘yellow’ is a simple 

notion; that, just as you cannot, by any manner of means, explain to any 

one who does not already know it, what yellow is, so you cannot explain 

what good is. (Moore 1903, 7.) 

 

Moore’s point is that good as a simple notion cannot be defined. Only complex entities 

can be defined by enumerating their parts. These enumerated simple terms, as Moore 

calls them, can only be thought of or perceived, but they cannot be explained. For 
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example someone who does not think of them or perceive them cannot understand their 

nature by explanation. (Moore 1903, 7.) 

 

 “Good”, for Moore, seems to be an underlying term that ought not to be defined. 

Moore’s goal is to get rid of all possible definitions of “good” because they fall in, what 

he calls, the naturalistic fallacy. This naturalistic fallacy simply means equating some 

properties with the good. And this, according to Moore, should not be done. (Moore 

1903, 10.) 

 

But is this so? The analogy might be incorrect. We can start defining “yellow” by 

saying that it is a color, for example it has the property of reflecting certain wavelengths 

of light. What would be analogical with “good” in this sense? Let’s try to construe this 

analogy. What if emotions are considered to be analogical with light here? Then “good” 

would only reflect certain emotions. Just as we can see by looking at a daffodil that it is 

yellow, we can see by reflecting at some act that it is good. Is this satisfying? I’m not 

sure. But I am quite sure that Moore can justifiably claim that good is not easy to define. 

 

Firth tries to avoid the naturalistic fallacy by his IO theory. Firth does not give any 

particular definition for good, which could be ruled out by referring to Moore’s 

naturalistic fallacy. Instead he creates a character, the IO, whose dispositions will 

determine what is good in each particular case. The IO does not define what is good, but 

rather assesses the goodness of an particular act. Firth is not falling into the naturalistic 

fallacy, because he is not stating that good is something definable, he just says that there 

is good and there is bad. And in Firth’s case it is important to keep in mind that no IO 

needs to exist, even though the analysis is relational, for the IO is a hypothetical being. 

Let us be reminded again, as I stated earlier, that the IO can be seen as a thought 

experiment, i.e. that he needs not to exist; only the thought of him can give us guidance 

into better decisions in moral situations. 

 

One notable problem here might be that Moore is talking about “good” whereas Firth is 

talking about “right”. I have been using the terms in quite similar manner. More on this 

in chapter 3.3, where the distinction between “good” and “right” is discussed more. 
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2.1.5 It Is Empirical 

 

According to Firth, absolutist dispositional analysis needs to be empirical. He opposes 

moral intuitionist view (a view that Moore was supporting), which claims that ethical 

truths are known by rational intuition. Intuitions can be wrong – this sounds the same as 

“really right” and “apparently right” as stated earlier. Rational intuitionists, according to 

Firth, seem to agree on at least one thing: there are ethical properties which are neither 

introspectable nor analyzable. This leads intuitionists to need some kind of conception 

of an IO. This is because their ethical theory is epistemologically dualist, i.e. that there 

are ethical statements and then there are experiences which confirm these ethical 

statements. And these two levels cannot be translated into one another. Therefore 

intuitionists would need a concept of an IO in order to “assess the cognitive value of 

their ostensible intuitions by reference to the conditions under which these intuitions 

occur”. (Firth 1952, 325–326.) 

 

As an example, Firth mentions a list by an intuitionist philosopher A. C. Ewing. Ewing 

lists four factors responsible for false intuitions. They are: 1) lack of experience, 2) 

intellectual confusion, 3) failure to attend adequately to certain aspects of the situation, 

and 4) psychological causes “such as those with which the psychoanalyst deals”. In 

Firth’s opinion this is a proof that Ewing as an intuitionist must have some kind of 

concept of an IO. The IO would of course be lacking all these four listed factors. (Firth 

1952, 326.) Is Firth himself an intuitionist? I shall examine this question in more detail 

in chapter 3.1. 

 

Firth concludes that absolutist dispositional analysis must be empirical. This is the case 

because ethically significant reactions of an IO can be observed: these reactions are the 

moral data that we are empirically looking for. It is important to note that this moral 

data is not a state of moral belief. If an ethically significant reaction of an IO was the 

belief that a certain act is right or wrong, then the analysis would be circular. Then it 

“would contain the very ethical terms which it intended to define”. (Firth 1952, 326.) 

The IO does not have beliefs about right and wrong: he has only reactions. By 

observing his reactions we can find out what is right and wrong and form beliefs about 

them. But the IO doesn’t observe his own reactions. And his reactions, or dispositions, 

are the moral data we appeal to. Circularity problem would emerge should the IO form 



 

11 
 

his ethical reactions based on his ethical reactions. The IO doesn’t observe his reactions, 

but he observes the non-ethical data he acquires from observing what actually happens. 

 

This sounds a bit strange. I understand that the IO’s dispositions are the moral data, but 

this is problematic because the IO is not an existing being. How can we empirically 

assess something that does clearly not empirically exist? We cannot see the IO. We can 

imagine him as a thought experiment – and there is no problem – but does that make 

him empirical? 

 

Firth’s point is this: “moral data are the moral experiences to which we appeal when in 

doubt about the correct solution of a moral problem, or when attempting to justify moral 

belief”. Here moral data is identified with moral experiences. And moral experiences 

are the dispositions of the IO. Firth repeats the analogy to colors: color sensations 

justify the belief that something is “really yellow” in the same way as moral data 

justifies the moral belief. (Firth 1952, 327.) “Really yellowness” justifies the belief that 

something is yellow. For example I can take a look and see if an object apparently 

yellow is really yellow. But how about moral beliefs? How can I check them? There 

seems to be two options. Either I reflect on the emotions that the moral situation makes 

me feel (moral data 1), or I observe the reactions of the IO (moral data 2). Problem with 

moral data 1 is that it would lead to subjectivism. Moral data 2 might not cause any 

problems. It is simply the reactions of an imagined IO. It still sounds problematic to call 

it “empirical”, as empirical would have to be something tangible. Firth’s absolutist 

dispositional analysis seems to be empirical only in an imaginative sense. It is, should I 

say, “fantastically empirical”. More on this problem in chapter 7. 

 

Firth also refers to a concept of “demand quality”. It is a quality that moral data includes 

a quality of obligatoriness. This makes moral data different from other sorts of 

empirical data. It is demanding in a different way than the color of a flower. (Firth 1952, 

327.) Firth doesn’t hold this in high regard but it ought to be mentioned for we shall 

return to this in the chapter 6.1. 

 

2.2 Firth’s Characteristics of the IO 

 

Firth gives six characteristics to the IO. Let’s see what they are. 
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2.2.1 He Is Omniscient With Respect to Non-ethical Facts 

 

Firth notes that it is common for us to disqualify ourselves as judges when it comes to 

certain ethical decision, if we don’t know all the relevant facts. Also we prefer one 

moral judge to another, if he has, other things being equal, more relevant factual 

knowledge of the case than the other. Therefore the IO must have factual knowledge 

about everything else but his own reactions. (Firth 1952, 333.) Let us look first at the 

term non-ethical. Non-ethical seems to suggest that there is also some ethical 

knowledge; otherwise the negation would be meaningless. Firth clarifies this: 

 

I say non-ethical because […] the characteristics of an ideal observer must 

be determined by examining the procedures which we actually take to be 

rational ones for deciding ethical questions; and there are many ethical 

questions (viz., questions about “ultimate ethical principles”) which cannot 

be decided by inference from ethical premises. This does not mean, of 

course, that an ideal observer (for example, God) cannot have knowledge 

of ethical facts (facts, that is to say, about his own dispositions); it means 

merely that such knowledge is not essential to an ideal observer. (Firth 

1952, 333.) 

 

These ultimate ethical principles have to be derived from non-ethical facts. Ethical facts 

are not needed in order to decide the truth-value of ethical statements (because the IO 

decides them following his dispositions, i.e. his ethically-significant reactions). What 

are needed are non-ethical facts and this postulates the omniscience characteristic to the 

IO. The IO has to know all the relevant non-ethical facts and whether he knows or 

doesn’t know the ethical facts, which are his dispositions, is irrelevant because of 

another characteristic of his: disinterestedness. Without it “an ideal observer, according 

to some analyses, should lack some of the characteristics which would make it possible 

for him to pass judgment on ethical issues—which would mean, of course, simply that 

he would not be able to judge the nature of his own dispositions” (Firth 1952, 321). I 

will return to disinterestedness in chapter 2.2.3. A problem that seems to arise here is 

the one made famous by David Hume, namely the is-ought problem. I will discuss this 

more in chapters 3.1 and 3.2. 
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Relevance is a difficult concept. I have mentioned it here because Firth mentions it 

numerous times and it is also a matter of debate in the critiques. But ultimately, Firth 

doesn’t want to employ the concept of relevance. “In practice”, Firth writes, “we 

evaluate the factual knowledge of a moral judge by reference to some standard of 

relevance, and regard one judge as better than another if, other things being equal, the 

one has more complete knowledge of all the facts which are relevant. But it is evident 

that a concept of relevance cannot be employed in defining an ideal observer” (Firth 

1952, 333). Firth offers the following as a solution: 

 

A satisfactory ethical analysis must be so formulated, therefore, that no 

facts are irrelevant by definition to the rightness or wrongness of any 

particular act. And this is the intent of the term ‘omniscient,’ for to say 

that an ideal observer is omniscient is to insure that no limits are put on 

the kinds or the quality of factual information which are available to 

influence his ethically-significant reactions (Firth 1952, 334). 

 

As we can see, any fact can be relevant and only an omniscient (and, as we shall see 

later, omnipercipient) IO can know what is relevant. Facts are quintessential in reaching 

righteous moral judgments. Therefore attributing omniscience in regard with factual 

knowledge to the IO is extremely important part of the analysis. The concept of 

relevant/irrelevant facts causes problems and they are discussed in more detail in 

chapters 4.2, 6.2, 6.3, and 7. 

 

2.2.2 He Is Omnipercipient 

 

According to Firth, we sometimes disqualify ourselves as judges on ethical questions if 

we cannot visualize or imagine some of the relevant facts. This attributes imagination as 

a characteristic for the IO. Firth explains: 

 

Practical moralists have often maintained that lack of imagination is 

responsible for many crimes, and some have suggested that our failure to 

treat strangers like brothers is in large part a result of our inability to 

imagine the joys and sorrows of strangers as vividly as those of our 

siblings. These facts seem to indicate that the ideal observer must be 

characterized by extraordinary powers of imagination. (Firth 1952, 335.) 
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Omnipercipiency is closely related to omniscience: “the word ‘omniscience’ has 

sometmes [sic!] been used to designate an unlimited imagination of perception”. But 

omniscience in itself is not enough: “it is not sufficient for an ideal observer to possess 

factual knowledge in a manner which will permit him to make true factual judgments. 

The ideal observer must be able, on the contrary, simultaneously to visualize all actual 

facts, and the consequences of all possible acts in any given situation, just as vividly as 

he would if he were actually perceiving them all”. Firth admits that it is impossible for 

us to imagine this sort of imagination. Nevertheless we imagine different acts and their 

consequences when trying to come up with ethical decisions and therefore universal 

imagination must be attributed for the IO. (Firth 1952, 335.) 

 

This universal imagination is an intriguing concept. Surely a being with ability to 

imagine all possible consequences of all possible acts can be regarded to be a very good 

moral judge. This will be discussed more in chapters 4.2, 6.3, and 7. 

 

2.2.3 He Is Disinterested 

 

Ability to make oneself impartial, when deciding ethical questions, is considered by 

Firth to be the third characteristic of the IO. And in the case of the IO, it is complete 

impartiality. 

 

Impartiality, Firth notes, is not the same thing as “uniformity of his ethically-significant 

reactions”. It might seem possible to say that impartiality is the ability to make the same 

decision every time when the circumstances are similar, but for Firth’s analysis this is 

not the correct definition. This would be mere consistency, which is also one of the 

characteristics, but it is a different one. (Firth 1952, 336.) So what does Firth mean with 

impartiality? 

 

First of all, “impartiality” should not be interpreted too broadly. Impartiality is not 

everything that can affect the moral judgment of a judge. If it were and should it then be 

attributed to the IO, it would result in the analysis to be circular, Firth notes. Therefore 

impartiality needs to be restricted. Circularity has seemingly been a consistent problem 

with Firth’s type of dispositional analysis and that’s why he’s putting emphasis on it in 

order to avoid the well-known problem. (Firth 1952, 336.) 
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Other problem of the term impartial is the opposite: to define it too narrowly. Narrow 

use is familiar from “Bentham’s maxim”, according to Firth: “every man should count 

for one and none for more than one”
1
. Firth elaborates this and claims that should it be 

used to analyze ethical statements it would 

 

rule out, by very definition of the ‘right’ and ‘wrong’, the moral theory 

[…] that the rightness or wrongness of an act is determined in part by 

irreducible obligations arising directly from certain personal relationships; 

such an analysis would entail, for example, that there is never any moral 

justification, other things (including the value of the consequences) being 

equal, for making a decision which favors one’s mother or friend or 

creditor at the expense of a greater benefit to someone else. (Firth 1952, 

337.) 

 

This is a tricky passage to interpret, but after it Firth comes to a conclusion that material 

denominators of this kind are not conclusive by themselves and right ethical answers are 

more of a synthetic sort and not to be prejudiced by definitions (Firth 1952, 337). This 

seems to point out that no presuppositions should affect the moral decisions of the IO 

and he should make the right type or moral decision every time looking at the case 

thoroughly, not with presupposed quick answers. Therefore Firth’s theory quite clearly 

seems to be a particularist one, i.e. that every moral situation is different from all the 

other moral situations. See for example Jonathan Dancy’s entry in Stanford 

Encyclopedia of Philosophy: http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/moral-particularism/. 

 

Essential point in Firth’s definition of the IO’s impartiality is the disqualification of 

“particular interest”. Particular interests are directed towards a particular person or thing 

but not towards other persons or things of the same kind. (Firth 1952, 337.) Firth uses 

the following example to analyze particular interest. He takes us back to the story of 

Socrates’ death. Crito wanted Socrates to escape for he didn’t want the wisest man who 

ever would live to die. Although Socrates is a particular person, Crito’s will for his 

                                                           
1 Actually Bentham’s original formulation goes: “Each to count for one and none for more than one”. 
Later utilitarian Henry Sidgwick put it this way: “The good of any one individual is of no more 
importance, from the point of view (if I may say so), of the Universe, than the good of any other”. We 
have to note that Firth is NOT an utilitarian and therefore we should take his references to utilitarianism 
with a pinch of salt. Both Bentham and Sidgwick quoted from Singer 1989. 
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escape is based on essentially general property, namely of him being the wisest man 

ever, instead of essentially particular properties, such as him being the wisest friend of 

Crito. Let us remember now what was mentioned earlier about Firth’s analysis being 

absolutist. It meant that ethical statements can be construed of non-egocentric 

expressions. “Wisest friend of Crito” includes egocentric expression (Crito) but “Wisest 

man ever” does not
2
. Therefore Crito’s will to save Socrates is motivated not by 

particular interest; he would always, in a similar circumstances, want to save the wisest 

man ever, regardless of the identity of that person. It is not about Socrates, it is about 

the wisest man ever. (Firth 1952, 339.) 

 

This sort of disinterestedness is relatively easy for anyone to access, at least in theory. 

Anyone can reason as Crito does in this example. This is the ideal we might want to 

strive for when imagining the IO. 

  

In short, “ideal observer is entirely lacking in particular interests—that he is, in this 

sense, disinterested” (Firth 1952, 339). Disinterestedness is quite similar to the next 

characteristic we will look into, dispassionateness, and they are often dealt with together 

in the following critiques. 

 

2.2.4 He Is Dispassionate 

 

Impartial judge (name that Firth uses occasionally as a synonym for the IO)
3
 is a judge, 

whose decisions are unaffected not only by his interests but also by his emotions. 

 

Firth tries to construct a definition of the term dispassionate that would correspond to 

the definition of disinterested that we just looked at. Therefore “particular emotion” is 

an emotion that is directed towards an object because it has certain particular properties. 

The IO should discard these kinds of emotions. Firth names a few for example: 

jealousy, self-love and personal hatred. They are all directed towards particular 

individuals (and are therefore relativist and therefore incompatible with the IO theory). 

(Firth 1952, 340.) 

 

                                                           
2
 Although the word “man” could be vulnerable to anthropocentric critique. 

3
 Therefore Firth’s theory could also be seen as a theory of law applied to ethics: the IO is an ideal judge 

who perceives the acts of the ideal legislator and is not affected by his emotions or interests, etc. 
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How about saying that the IO is incapable of any emotions at all? This total 

emotionlessness would lead, in Firth’s words, “closer to Kant’s conception of a ‘purely 

rational being’”. Here the correspondence to the concept of disinterestedness breaks 

down for the IO clearly cannot be absolutely disinterested – then it would be hard to 

imagine him having any ethically-significant reactions whatsoever. (Firth 1952, 340.) 

 

Therefore emotions are needed, too. Emotions themselves are not bad, but certain 

aspects of emotions: “moral nearsightedness or blindness can be caused by the typically 

passional features of an emotion”, as Firth claims. Firth ends up stating that there indeed 

are 

 

certain emotions which are essential to an ideal observer, not because they 

constitute his ethically-significant reactions, but because they will 

influence these reactions in certain ways. And it should be observed that if 

this is an error, it is not a logical error, for precisely how an ideal observer 

should be defined can be determined only by analyzing the meaning of 

ethical statements. (Firth 1952, 340–341.) 

 

So the IO needs (in order to be a perfect IO) some emotions, but they are not his 

constituting parts but merely influencing elements, in this sense something external to 

the essence of the IO. What are these “certain essential emotions? Firth tries to explain 

this through virtues, such as love and compassion. Firth says that these virtues can be 

attributed to the IO and notes that they are “virtues only because of their relationship to 

certain ethically-significant reactions of an ideal observer”. Firth claims that he avoids 

circularity here “provided that we do not have to justify their attribution by reference to 

the fact that they are virtues”. 

 

It seems quite clearly circular if we say that we can attribute certain virtues to the IO 

and that virtues are virtues only because of their relationship to certain ethically-

significant reactions of the IO. I try to formulate this in a clearer manner: Virtues (I 

must identify them with “certain emotions” here, otherwise there is no meaning to the 

word “emotion” at all) 1) will influence the ethically-significant reactions of the IO, 2) 

are virtues only because of their relationship to certain ethically-significant reactions. If 

we combine 1) and 2) we get a circular definition. And there is no escaping it for Firth 
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just by saying that “provided that we do not have to justify their attribution by reference 

to the fact that they are virtues”. (Firth 1951, 341.) This defense does not work. 

 

Disinterestedness and dispassionateness will be discussed more in chapters 4.4, 6.4 and 

7. 

 

2.2.5 He Is Consistent 

 

The fifth characteristic of the IO is different from the ones we have scrutinized up to 

this point. The difference is that Firth claims that consistency is not a definitive 

characteristic with particular content, but it is a consequence of disinterestedness and 

dispassionateness – therefore a derivative characteristic. (Firth 1952, 344.) 

 

First of all, judge’s decisions ought to be consistent with one another. Mere logical 

consistency is not enough, though. This consistency must be stronger: “since the two 

statements express ethical decisions about two different cases, they necessarily refer to 

different acts and events, and of course any two self-consistent statements are logically 

consistent with one another if they refer to different acts and events”. Henceforth the 

consistency 

 

of two ethical decisions must depend on the relationship of these decisions 

to certain general ethical principles which are conceived as restricting the 

“possible” combinations of ethical statements. And this conclusion is 

supported, I believe, by examination of the kind of reasoning which 

actually leads us to conclude that two decisions are consistent or 

inconsistent with one another. (Firth 1952, 342.) 

 

Let us look at this reasoning. Firth writes that a judge would be considered inconsistent 

because in one case he decided in favor of act x and not act x’ and in other case in favor 

of act y instead of act y’. Act x can be right only if a certain ethical principle P is true 

and act y can be right only if P is false. Judgment of inconsistency is therefore based on 

the assumption that there is “no other valid ethical principle (a certain principle Q, for 

example) which could in some way take precedence over P in one of the two cases”. As 

Firth is an ethical absolutist (and an ethical particularist), he for sure would not be 

committed to any certain ethical principle P. What he is trying to say is that the “facts of 
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the two cases are not different in some respect which is ethically crucial. And to assume 

even this is to presuppose at least one ethical proposition, namely, that there is no valid 

ethical principle (for example, Q) which, together with P, could be used to justify both 

decisions”. (Firth 1952, 342–343.) 

 

Firth wants to make a more limited version of consistency: 

 

if we agree that his [the IO’s] ethically-significant reactions are stimulated 

by his imagination of a possible act, then, since an act may be imagined at 

any number of different times, there is nothing in our analysis up to this 

point which would logically require that an ideal observer always react in 

the same way even when he imagines one particular act (i.e., an act 

occurring at a particular time and place and hence having a certain 

particular set of alternatives). And if this is appears to be a deficiency in 

our analysis, we could easily correct it by attributing a limited consistency 

to an ideal observer: we could define him, in part, as a being whose 

ethically-significant reactions to any particular act would always be 

exactly similar. (Firth 1952, 343.) 

 

This limited consistency is very different than the previous characteristics of 

omniscience, omnipercipience, disinterestedness and dispassionateness. The kind of 

ethical statements that Firth examines are true or false depending on certain 

psychological laws, namely the IO’s ethically-significant reactions, i.e. his dispositions. 

When attributing the IO with the named characteristics, Firth tries to eliminate “factors 

which actually cause certain people to differ in their ethically-significant reactions from 

other people—such factors, for example, as selfish desires and ignorance of the facts of 

the case. And assuming that ethical statements are sometimes true, and absolutist 

dispositional analysis can be adequate only if such factors are completely eliminated 

from the personality of an ideal observer”. (Firth 1952, 343.) 

 

Limited consistency means simply that the IO’s ethically-significant reactions to any 

particular act are always the same. This requires IO to be able to think very critically 

on every act and to be able to distinguish between acts, to be able to tell the slightest 

differences between acts. This characteristic will be mentioned again as we look at R. 
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M. Hare’s version of the IO theory in chapter 5. It will also be discussed in chapters 4.3 

and 6.5. 

 

2.2.6 In Other Respects He Is Normal 

 

The last characteristic of the IO is that everything else but the above mentioned in him 

is normal. Firth lists a few conditions which have been regarded by some people to be 

favorable or unfavorable for making valid moral judgments: “mild bodily exercise such 

as walking, the presence of other people trying to make similar decisions, and certain 

esthetic stimuli”. In the same sense “mental fatigue, distracting sensory stimuli, and lack 

of experience, are generally regarded as unfavorable”. These seem to be taken care of, 

though, by the above mentioned characteristics of the IO; these are not his problems. 

(Firth 1952, 343.) 

 

Firth admits that this is not enough. For the IO is, no matter how ideal, still a person. 

This is important. We can, when trying to understand Firth, think about the IO as a 

person and not only as an abstract meta-ethical concept. The determinate properties of 

the IO, not counting the ones mentioned, are not, according to Firth, capable of precise 

definition. Firth claims that we could simply say that the properties of the IO cannot 

vary beyond the limits of “normality”, but defining the limits of “normality” is not 

possible. He says there are numerous reasons for this but names only one: normality is a 

gestalt concept. (Firth 1952, 345.) 

 

Gestalt is a term from psychology and it means that form is the definitive characteristic 

of a whole, for example the brain. It is a holistic view which claims that form is the base 

of human understanding, i.e. “The whole is greater than the sum of the parts” (for 

example Hothersall 2004, chapter 7). Therefore, in Firth’s case, gestalt means that “a 

certain trait which in abstraction might properly be called abnormal, could nevertheless 

contribute to a total personality which falls within the bounds of normality”.  

Henceforth trying to define more characteristics for the IO is useless. This difficulty, in 

Firth’s terms, is “practical rather than theoretical”. (Firth 1952, 345.) 

 

Nancy Rankin sums up Firth’s assertion that the IO is normal like this: “By normal, 

Firth simply means this individual cannot be suffering from a brain tumor or 

psychological disorder that may skew his or her judgment on ethical matters (Rankin 
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2010, 56). Nevertheless, the normality characteristic attributed to the IO seems to be 

problematic, at least according to some criticism. This is discussed more in chapters 3.2, 

4.2, 5.2, 6.1, and 6.6. 

 

2.3 Conclusions Until This Point 

 

Now I have examined through Firth’s article in detail. We shall now move on to the 

discussions that followed it. Before proceeding to analyze these discussions, I shall 

make a brief jump to somewhere else. Let us make a little background check in order to 

know what we are exactly talking about. 

 

 

3 Background Check: How to Label the IO Theory and the Difference 

Between Right and Good. 

 

3.1 Intuitionism 

 

The IO theory (IOT from now on) seems to have a lot to do with intuitionism. This was 

visible especially in the chapter 2.1.5 where I mentioned Firth’s reference to an 

intuitionist philosopher A. C. Ewing. The factors that Ewing listed sounded a lot like the 

characteristics that Firth attributed to the IO. What is intuitionism then? Let’s see about 

that and also whether Firth’s IOT could be an intuitionist theory or not. 

 

We already got a glimpse of intuitionism when I mentioned G.E. Moore in chapter 

2.1.4. Moore was a famous intuitionist and his main claim was that good is a simple 

ethical property which cannot be defined. Therefore all theories trying to come up with 

a definition of good are false. Good can only be known through intuition. Does the IO 

know the moral facts through intuition or through something else? This is an 

epistemological question and seemingly it shouldn’t be our main concern when dealing 

with ethics. But actually the case seems to be the contrary – ethics is very much based 

on epistemology. The source of the IO’s knowledge must be known. Let’s look at that. 

 

An important concept here is the distinction between inferential and noninferential 

knowledge. Inferential knowledge is something that is based on inference on something 

else. (Sturgeon 2002, 190.) It is not to be confused with referential knowledge, as 
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described in chapter 2.1.4. The conclusions the IO makes from the facts he has 

perceived might well be inferential knowledge. How do facts become ethical 

knowledge? The IO himself does not think ethically. His dispositions, of which he 

himself is not necessarily aware of, are the ethical knowledge. But the IO infers them 

from the facts he perceives. This reminds me of David Hume, who noted in his A 

Treatise of Human Nature, that it is problematic to infer ought from is. For, according 

to Hume, the only thing that a human mind is aware of, are its perceptions: “It has been 

observ’d, that nothing is ever present to the mind but its perceptions” (Hume 2000, 

293). And these perceptions are divided into two subcategories, impressions and ideas. 

We don’t have to go into details here what these categories are, instead we can just take 

Hume’s idea that moral is a duty; it is the ought-predicate. (Hume 2000, 294.) I.e. it is 

something else than the perceived knowledge. 

 

In every system of morality, which I have hitherto met with, I have always 

remarked, that the author proceeds for some time in the ordinary ways of 

reasoning, and establishes the being of a God, or makes observations 

concerning human affairs; when all of a sudden I am surprised to find, that 

instead of the usual copulations of propositions, is, and is not, I meet with 

no proposition that is not connected with an ought, or an ought not. This 

change is imperceptible; but is however, of the last consequence. For as 

this ought, or ought not, expresses some new relation or affirmation, 'tis 

necessary that it should be observed and explained; and at the same time 

that a reason should be given; for what seems altogether inconceivable, 

how this new relation can be a deduction from others, which are entirely 

different from it. But as authors do not commonly use this precaution, I 

shall presume to recommend it to the readers; and am persuaded, that this 

small attention would subvert all the vulgar systems of morality, and let us 

see, that the distinction of vice and virtue is not founded merely on the 

relations of objects, nor is perceived by reason. (Hume 2000, 302.) 

 

Following Hume’s reasoning, if moral is neither perceived nor inferred from some other 

information, where does it come from? This is a good question and also of great 

importance for the IOT. How does the IO come to his ethical conclusions? The IO 

seems to infer his ethical conclusions from the facts that he perceives, therefore 
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committing the “no ought from is” mistake, i.e. facing the is-ought problem. What is the 

epistemology behind IO’s dispositions? 

 

Nicholas T. Surgeon offers a three-step argument on how to arrive at intuitionism, 

which he calls “standard argument for intuitionism”. It is standard, according to 

Sturgeon, because it has clearly influenced most intuitionist writers and because even 

authors that have taken different route to intuitionist doctrine still accept the upcoming 

premises. Moreover, Sturgeon says the argument is good because it is valid, i.e. one 

who wants to deny intuitionism has to deny one of the argument’s premises. (Sturgeon 

2002, 190.) 

 

The standard argument has three premises. The first one comes in two steps and forms 

an argument for foundationalism about knowledge and justified belief. Sturgeon defines 

it like this: 

 

“first, […] all knowledge we have of truths must either be based by 

reasonable inference on other things we know, or else be based on no 

inference at all; and, second, […] if we have any knowledge of the first 

sort, the kind based on inference, that knowledge must all ultimately be 

based entirely on knowledge of the second sort, on the things we know 

without inference. (Sturgeon 2002, 190.) 

 

I.e. foundationalism tries to avoid the problem of infinite regress by claiming that there 

are things we know without inference. And the intuitionist ethics that Surgeon is 

defining clings on to this claim. 

 

Second premise of this argument is called the autonomy of ethics and it claims that 

“from entirely nonethical premises there is no reasonable inference to any ethical 

conclusion.” (Sturgeon 2002, 190.) This is the Humean rejection of inferring “ought” 

from “is”. 

 

Sturgeon derives from these two premises a conclusion: 

 

if we have any ethical knowledge based on inference, that knowledge 

(according to foundationalism) must ultimately be based, by reasonable 
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inference, entirely  on things we know without inference; and (according 

to the autonomy of ethics) some of that noninferential knowledge must be 

ethical. (Sturgeon 2002, 191.) 

 

Then Sturgeon adds the third premise, which claims that we do have some ethical 

knowledge (i.e. we are neither moral nihilists nor moral skeptics), from which it follows 

that some of that knowledge must be noninferential. Therefore ethical intuitionism is 

true. (Sturgeon 2002, 190–191.) 

 

I take this view to be the epistemological background for the intuitionism I will consider 

here. Sturgeon claims that “It is by now standard to explain the route to intuitionism in 

approximately these terms” (Sturgeon 2002, 191 n). For example G.E. Moore claims 

that intuitionism is true but seems to have just one argument to support his claim, and 

even that argument is offered seemingly as an aside. As was already mentioned in 

chapter 2.1.4, Moore believes that goodness is a simple property that cannot be defined. 

And knowledge of simple properties is noninferential. Moore states this in his Principia 

Ethica: “Of any answer to this question [what things or qualities are good] no direct 

proof was possible, and that, just because, of our former answer [good is indefinable, 

and to deny that involves the naturalistic fallacy] as to the meaning of good, direct proof 

was possible. (Moore 1903, 77.) I must thank Sturgeon for pointing this out for me. 

Sturgeon also adds that Moore’s inference relies not just on the principle stated in the 

text, but also on his unquestioned assumption that we do know things about intrinsic 

goodness (Sturgeon 2002, 189). 

 

Moore’s alleged knowledge of noninferential knowledge and vice versa 

foundationalism both seem to lie on the assumption that we can know something 

without being able to explain where that knowledge comes from. Is this problematic? I 

think we all agree that we just simply do know a lot of things. For example we know 

how to breathe, we know how to move our bodies, and we know how to eat. Everyone 

who has seen a child suckling on her mother’s breast has noticed that the child does it 

automatically, without help, without supervision, without being forced to do that. The 

above mentioned could be called instincts skills or intrinsic knowledge and we know 

them intuitively. Is moral knowledge similar? Is it instinctive and requires no 

contemplation? Clearly it is not, for we often have different answers to what is good and 
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what is right i.e. we often disagree on what is good and what is right. We even have 

wars to settle these questions. And then, they are still not settled. 

 

Frankly, I am inclined to think that moral intuitionism is true, and that we actually do 

know the good and bad by intuition. At the moment I have to discard this inclination of 

mine, as there is a possibility of mixing the concept of “good” with things that are 

considered good. Knowledge of good does seem to require contemplation, i.e. inference, 

in which case this knowledge would not be noninferential. But then again, is the 

contemplated knowledge ultimately based on some noninferential knowledge, as 

foundationalism suggests? It seems impossible to prove this and Moore’s answer’s 

vagueness supports this impossibility. The question of noninferential knowledge seems 

to be analogous to the question “Why did the Big Bang take place?” How could we ever 

know that? Maybe we will know that someday, so let’s not claim that knowledge 

impossible. As Sturgeon suggests: “twentieth century physics has supplied us amply 

with weird objects, but neither Mackie nor most others have thought that knowledge of 

these things would have to be noninferential” (Sturgeon 2002, 188). It seems that 

physics indeed is discovering more and more weird objects which people couldn’t even 

have dreamt about before. And knowledge of these objects is not noninferential. This 

begs the question: Why couldn’t we, at some point, find inferential objects of goodness? 

That question, of course, cannot be answered and it does sound a bit crazy, so all I can 

do is to leave it unanswered, i.e. open. 

 

The reason why Sturgeon refers to Mackie here is that Mackie makes a claim that “the 

central thesis of intuitionism is one to which any objectivist view of values is in the end 

committed” (Mackie 1977, 38). This link between objectivism and intuitionism is worth 

of attention, for, as we remember, in chapter 2.1.3 I noted that Firth claims that the IOT 

is objectivist. Mackie claims that 

 

If there were objective values, they would be entities or qualities or 

relations of a very strange sort, utterly different from anything else in the 

universe. Correspondingly, if we were aware of them, it would have to be 

by some special faculty of moral perception, utterly different from our 

ordinary ways of knowing anything else. (Mackie 1977, 38.) 
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Mackie returns to the old Humean problem here. The existence of objective values is a 

tricky question. As I stated above when considering the intuitive ethical knowledge, the 

same seems to apply to objective values: final answer is difficult to find. 

 

Most valuable here could be that Sturgeon offers some thoughts to what intuitions might 

be. His example is of physicists who claim they have physical intuition to which they 

accord epistemic value. It might be claimed that this intuition really is, or at least 

includes, noninferential knowledge about unobservable physical reality. Sturgeon does 

not find this type of intuition to actually be intuition, but a product of inference in a 

broad but epistemologically well-motivated sense. This seems similar to a famous quote 

by Arnold Palmer, one of the greatest golfers of all time: “It’s a funny thing, the more I 

practice the luckier I get” (Grantland 1929). Sturgeon claims we need some account of 

why the only people with physical intuition worth trusting are those with extensive 

knowledge of highly sophisticated, approximately true physical theory and a lot of 

experience in applying it. (Sturgeon 2002, 203.) 

 

I think that these ‘intuitions’, too, are a product of inference in a broad but 

reasonable sense, that they tend to be most reliable when the background 

assumptions on which they rest are true, and that when they are well 

justified by their overall fit in one’s beliefs, other beliefs can owe a great 

deal of their justification in turn to fitting well with them. (Sturgeon 2002, 

203.) 

 

Surely people highly skilled and experienced in whatever field they profess in can come 

up with more true statements than non-skilled and inexperienced people. Well-known 

and good example of this is the case of professional chicken sexers from Japan. The art 

of chicken sexing became very important when the egg producers realized that it is vital 

for the productivity to be able to tell the difference between male and female chicks as 

soon as possible after they have been born, preferably when they are only one day old. 

Expert chicken sexers are extremely good at this seemingly impossible task, as there are 

no clearly visible signs of the chicks’ sex before their maturity. Richard Horsey 

provides insight in his article considering chicken sexing: 

 

If you ask the expert chicken sexers themselves, they’ll tell you that in 

many cases they have no idea how they make their decisions. They just 
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look at the rear end of a chick, and ‘see’ that it is either male or female. 

This is somewhat reminiscent of those expert chess players, often cited in 

the psychological literature, who can just ‘see’ what the next move should 

be; expert wine tasters, who have the uncanny ability to identify wines and 

vintages; and medical experts who can diagnose diseases on the basis of 

subtle information. All of these skills are hard-earned and not accessible to 

introspection. (Horsey 2002, 108.) 

 

It seems many skills considered “intuition” are actually product of rigorous training. In 

Japan, they set up a school for chicken sexing: Zen-Nippon Chick Sexing School, in 

which the training is so intensive, that only a portion of the participants is able to pass 

the school. And still, after their training, the expert chicken sexers cannot tell how they 

do their job. (Horsey 2002, 108.) Their skill has reached a level where it is no more 

accessible to introspection. 

 

Could the same idea be applied to ethics? Could people with rigorous moral training be 

able to come up with better ethical solutions than people without that sort of training? 

Should this be true, it would seem unlikely that the morally trained people would come 

up with their ethical knowledge only by noninferential means. But many questions arise 

here. First is: What would this kind of moral training be? As ethics and moral seem 

often to be attached to religious and other sorts of values, moral training would have to 

involve training to get rid of these values in attempt to gain ability to objectivism and 

absolutism. Surely religious people wouldn’t like the idea of training to dispatch oneself 

from religion. 

 

Let us in any case consider this: If chicken sexers and the other experts of their various 

fields gain their knowledge via actual situations that arise in their profession, could this 

be applied to moral training? Consider, for example, a person experienced in numerous 

conflict situations: Would that person be a better moral judge than a person with less 

experience in conflict situations?  If the answer is yes, then for example Martti Ahtisaari 

– a Nobel Peace Prize winner, a former President of Finland, and a person with a lot of 

experience of conflict situations for example in the Balkans – would make a great moral 

judge. Ahtisaari seems to be an expert in conciliation and politics. He tries to find a 

balance and a compromise that both sides of the conflict would be able to accept. But is 

this ethics or just politics? Moral seems to be lot more subtle ground than for example 
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chicken sexing. Often it seems impossible to tell whether a particular ethical decision is 

right or wrong. With chicken sexing we can always check afterwards, whether or not the 

chicken sexer’s decisions were correct. But that is much more difficult with moral 

decisions. Conflict resolution that Ahtisaari is doing is in the field of law, not of ethics. 

In the field of law, a solution must always be done, whereas with ethics (field of 

philosophy), no final resolution is required – contemplation and process possess a 

considerable value (I express my gratitude of this idea to Professor Timo Airaksinen.). 

 

Still, this seems a promising field of enquiry. I hope to have posed here a possibility that 

there are two uses for the word “intuition”. I shall call them “low level intuitionism” 

and “high level intuitionism”. Low level intuitionism is one that supposedly everyone 

has, for example suckling on one’s mother’s breast as a baby or being able to cry. High 

level intuitionism, on the other hand, is the intuition possessed by the chicken sexers or 

expert chess players. In both cases the intuitive agent knows what to do, but cannot 

explain why. Why is the crucial word here. I propose that the IO must possess high level 

intuitionism in order to be able to reach his ethical decisions. This might not pose a 

serious demand of alteration for the IOT for the IO’s characteristics could provide him 

with enough training to reach the high level intuitionism. Omniscience, 

omnipercipience, disinterestedness, dispassionateness, consistency and otherwise 

normality could well be enough for the IO to reach the high level of intuitionism in his 

moral decisions. 

 

If the IO needs the high level intuitionism, we must decide whether it is a new 

characteristic we ought to apply for him, or a derivative characteristic, one that follows 

from the others. The answer seems to be quite simple: As the IO’s characteristics are so 

demanding, they do provide him with necessary qualities to have high level 

intuitionism. Therefore we don’t need a add a new characteristic, but simply state that 

high level intuitionism is included or is a derivative characteristic of him. 

 

Now that the IO is attributed with high level intuitionism, we can yet consider the 

possibility of looking into the process with which he arrives at his ethical decisions, i.e. 

his dispositions (which are product of his high level intuitionism). This possibility is 

reason. Let us look at that next. 

 

 



 

29 
 

3.2 Reason 

 

It is hard to put a label on the IOT for Firth does not give us too much substantial 

ground to work on. Does the IO arrive at his ethical conclusions via principles, virtues, 

or consequences? There are no visible claims in Firth’s theory about any of these. 

Question is: What kind of ethical theory is it, then? The key word here seems to be 

reason. For the IO definitely employs some method of reasoning when arriving from 

the non-ethical facts into ethical conclusions. Reason is the “inference” that was 

discussed in the last chapter concerning intuitionism. Inferential knowledge is 

knowledge arrived at with reason i.e. reason is a way to fill the is-ought gap. So now we 

have two options: either we can claim that the IO uses intuition or that he uses reason. 

But there is still a third option: we can say that the IO uses the high level intuitionism, 

which is not in fact intuitionism in the strict sense, because it in fact requires a lot of 

practice. The IO can be seen to acquire his high level intuitionism with the use of 

reason. We can combine high level intuitionism with reason to create the IO. 

 

There is a division between theoretical reason and practical reason. Theoretical reason 

is used when arriving at epistemologically viable conclusions, for example when 

practicing science. Practical reason, on the other hand, is more concerned with action. 

So which one ought we to apply for the IO? As practical reason is more often attributed 

to ethical issues, it seems the more appropriate one in this case. As Thomas Nagel 

points out in his book The Last Word, they both share the same background: arriving at 

conclusion via reason. Nagel himself does not make a definite division between the two. 

(Nagel 1997, 6.) 

 

Nagel’s main point is not with ethics, but with epistemology. That suits our purposes 

here, for we are trying to find a way how to arrive at ethical knowledge and knowledge 

is a question of epistemology. But this also means that at some point we have to make a 

jump from epistemology to ethics, and this is the jump to get across the “is-ought” -gap. 

Nagel is not, strictly speaking, talking about knowledge, but justification. He is after the 

same question as the skeptic schools in antique: How to justify what we perceive or 

think to be true (For example Karlsson 1997, 396–400)? Nagel answers it is by reason. 

Following Nagel, I’ll try to formulate a claim that the IO’s ethically significant 

reactions are justified by the reasoning process. 
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What Nagel is trying to prove, is that we do have internal reasoning capabilities with 

which we can arrive at general justifications. Nagel’s project might very well be 

compatible with Firth’s, for Firth claimed (described in chapter 2.1.1) that his analysis 

is absolutist. This meant that no egocentric expressions were used. And general claims 

are of this sort. Nagel’s, and also Firth’s, opponents therefore are subjectivists, who 

deny the possibility of general justifications, often by referring to relativity. The IOT is 

not relativist for it is absolutist and objectivist, as noted in chapter 2.1.3. The strength of 

reason lies in its generality. But that is also its problem, for the subjectivist might 

maintain that there is no such thing as generality.  But they run into problems, because 

 

[t]he judgment of relativity or conditionality cannot be applied to the 

judgment of relativity itself. To put it schematically, the claim “Everything 

is subjective” must be nonsense, for it would itself have to be either 

subjective or objective. But it can’t be objective, since in that case it 

would be false if true. And it can’t be subjective, because then it would not 

rule out any objective claim, including the claim that it is not objectively 

false. (Nagel 1997, 14–15.) 

 

We shall remember here, that even though Firth created the IO in order to arrive at 

ethical judgments, he maintains that: ”it [the IOT] construes ethical statements to be 

assertions about the reactions of an ideal observer—an observer who is conceivable but 

whose existence or non-existence is logically irrelevant to the truth or falsity of ethical 

statements” (chapter 3.1.3). I.e. ethical statements are not relative to the existence of an 

IO. 

 

Reason has the ability to generalize and make sense of what we perceive. Nagel talks 

about “authority of reason” as “something independent, something of which the 

hierarchy of our thoughts is an appropriate reflection”. In this hierarchy “reason 

provides regulative methods and principles, and perception and intuition provide reason 

with the initial material to work on”. (Nagel 1997, 16.) Not only observation nor reason 

alone can provide us with knowledge, but the final justification lies in the reason. It is 

important to note here, that Nagel puts intuition and perception in the same category: 

they both provide reason with the initial material to work on. Intuition is included here 

as a source of information, but not of justification. Therefore Nagel denies 

noninferential knowledge that was discussed in the previous chapter about intuitionism. 
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Information becomes knowledge only after it has been justified by reason. It has to be 

noted here, that Nagel must be thinking about what I called the “low level of 

intuitionism” in the last chapter. “High level of intuitionism”, on the other hand, must 

employ reason in order to work. 

 

The problem, of course, is that reasoning can fail. 

 

In order to have the authority it claims, reason must be a form or category 

of thought from which there is no appeal beyond itself—whose validity is 

unconditional because it is necessarily employed in every purported 

challenge to itself. This does not mean that there is no appeal against the 

results of any particular exercise of reason, since it is easy to make 

mistakes in reasoning or to be completely at sea about what conclusions it 

permits us to draw. But the corrections or doubts must come from further 

applications of reason itself. We can therefore distinguish between 

criticisms of reasoning and challenges to reason. (Nagel 1997, 7–8.) 

 

So, if the IO employs the reasoning process in order to arrive at his ethically significant 

reactions, it is possible that he is wrong. Does the IO need to be always right? Maybe 

we can imagine a sort of mitigated IO, an IO which could make mistakes. This IO could 

be formulated for example like this: 

 

1) He employs reasoning process in order to arrive at ethically significant 

reactions. 

2) This reasoning process can fail. 

3) Therefore, the IO is not always right in his ethically significant reactions, even 

though he is omniscient, omnipercipient, disinterested, dispassionate, and 

consistent. 

 

Now we have three options. Either we can try to find an alternative to the fallible 

reasoning process, or to conclude that the IO has something more in his reasoning, 

which would make him infallible. Third option is to conclude that the IO is not always 

right. Perhaps this is not a problem. Firth never states that the IO is infallible. And as it 

seems almost impossible to measure with 100 % accuracy the rightness and wrongness 

of ethical decisions (as they are so hard to measure), this fallibility could be seen as a 
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welcomed addition to the IOT. If the IO uses reason, which I think he undoubtedly 

does, then he is fallible in his decisions. In fact, what else could we say? The IO is a 

though experiment and in this thought experiment we can leave some questions open. 

 

This might be problematic, though, for the definition of the IOT is, as stated numerous 

times before: “If it is possible to formulate a satisfactory absolutist and dispositional 

analysis of ethical statements, it must be possible, as we have seen, to express the 

meaning of statements of the form ‘x is right’ in terms of other statements which have 

the form: ‘Any ideal observer would react to x in such and such a way under such and 

such conditions’” (Firth 1952, 329). I.e. the meaning of right is defined by the IO’s 

reactions. If we say that the IO is fallible, we are not only stating that he can be wrong 

in his reactions, we are stating that the whole meaning of right is in jeopardy.  This is 

just another example of the difficulty of ethics – the answers to ethical problems are 

rarely singularly right or wrong. To state that the IO can fail, actually gives the theory 

more credibility as an ethical theory. I honestly doubt that this kind of fallibility would 

be what Firth had in mind when formulating the IOT, but I find this conclusion 

satisfying both theoretically and commonsensically. 

 

Let’s develop our understanding of reason further. What is reason? “To reason is to 

think systematically in ways anyone looking over my shoulder ought to be able to 

recognize as correct” (Nagel 1997, 5). This generality, as stated above, is a fundamental 

characteristic of reason. Anyone can do it and anyone can judge whether reasoning is 

right or wrong, at least to a certain (reasonable) degree. Of course, some reasoning 

processes can be so lengthy and complex that not anyone could in practice determine 

their validity. But nevertheless, generally it is possible. As Nagel pointed out, 

challenges to reason are inevitable, but they do not rule out reason, because they always 

come “from further application of reason itself”. Criticisms, on the other hand, can take 

several forms. Nagel describes two of them having a philosophical point. (Nagel 1997, 

8.) 

 

First criticism claims reason is not something universal, as its rationalistic interpretation 

claims it to be. Reason could be claimed to be a wrong way to come to conclusions. The 

alternative method would be something else than reason: 
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[O]ne would not describe the use of the correct, alternative method as 

rationalization but would instead argue that calling it reason is a 

misinterpretation. This last strategy often plays a role in the attack on 

reason as part of the basis of ethics, when the aim is not to debunk ethics 

but to reveal its true grounds. (Nagel 1997, 9.) 

 

Alternative method could be for example intuitionism, as described above. But is 

intuitionism really an alternative method? The form of intuitionism I labeled high level 

intuitionism actually requires a massive employment of reason. Reason is the process 

with which an agent arrives at having the capability of possessing high level 

intuitionism. What I’m proposing is that the IO ought to have both reason and high level 

intuitionism. This is obvious because reason is needed in order to possess high level 

intuitionism and the IO needs high level intuitionism in order to make quick ethical 

assessments and arrive at ethical decisions, i.e. his dispositions. 

 

To sum up: the IO is not clinging only onto his intuitions or his reason. He needs them 

both. With employment of reason he can “develop” (quotation marks because the IO 

does not actually train or develop anything, all his characteristics are simply attributed 

to him) his skills to the level of high level intuitionism. 

 

Second criticism to reason is reductive interpretation of what reason really is. Nagel 

says this point is usually made to say that reason is really a “contingent though basic 

feature of a particular culture or form of life”. Perhaps in more modern context this 

reductionism would lead us to think that reason is actually a work of synapses in our 

brain and can be observed with brain scanners. Many interesting claims have been made 

in this field, for example "’Your decisions are strongly prepared by brain activity. By 

the time consciousness kicks in, most of the work has already been done,’ said study co-

author John-Dylan Haynes, a Max Planck Institute neuroscientist.” 

(http://www.wired.com/science/discoveries/news/2008/04/mind_decision). 

 

This sort of argument tries to reduce reason into brain activity of which we have no 

control of. This brain activity might be called intuitionism. Nagel concludes that these 

types of reductive arguments are actually “forms of skepticism about the reality of what 

I myself take reason to be [as Nagel is a self-proclaimed realist about reason]. Their 

http://www.wired.com/science/discoveries/news/2008/04/mind_decision
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proponents would describe them differently—as denials that my understanding of the 

nature of reason is correct”. (Nagel 1997, 8–9.) 

 

Nagel is worried that reason is not considered the ultimate justification of beliefs – 

fMRI-studies are one way of seeing what Nagel is worried about.  But what does Nagel 

actually mean with reason? When Nagel talks about reason, he has a Descartian 

conception of it in mind. Nagel sees the cogito as revealing a limit to how far skeptical 

criticism can get. Once we start doubting the justifications of our knowledge, we are 

already using reason. 

 

Epistemological skepticism, like selective relativism, is not possible 

without implicit reliance on the capacity for rational thought: It proceeds 

with by the rational identification of logical possibilities compatible with 

the evidence, between which reason does not permit us to choose. Thus 

the skeptic gradually reaches a conception of himself as located in a world 

whose relation to him he cannot penetrate. […] The true philosophical 

point consists not in Descarte’s conclusion that he exists […] Rather, the 

point is that Descartes reveals that there are some thoughts that which we 

cannot get outside of. (Nagel 1997, 19.) 

 

What this sort of “reasonable skeptic” (as she is not doubting reason but appearances, 

and is using reason to arrive at conclusions) discovers, is exactly the foundation of our 

existence in reason that Nagel is trying to prove. There is a foundation, and it is the 

foundation because we cannot get outside of it. Reason is this foundation and it is 

something internal. Nagel contrasts internal with external: 

 

on taking the external view of oneself, the discrediting of universal claims 

of reason as merely subjective or relative has inescapable built-in limits, 

since that external view does not itself admit of a still more external views, 

and so on ad infinitum. (Nagel 1997, 20.) 

 

So externalist is bound to infinite regress, but internalist is not. We have some thoughts 

that we cannot avoid having and they cannot be observed from the outside. Nagel 

suggests that these include not only the famous “I exist”: 
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There is no standpoint we can occupy from which it is possible to regard 

all thoughts of these kinds as mere psychological manifestations, without 

actually thinking some of them. Though it is less obvious, something 

similar is true of practical reasoning, including moral reasoning: If one 

tries to occupy a standpoint entirely outside of it, one will fail. (Nagel 

1997, 20.) 

 

Here Nagel explicitly includes moral reasoning as part of his analysis. And therefore we 

are getting closer to the leap from epistemology to ethics. Nagel tries to show that ethics 

is no different than other reasoning. Ethics exists as moral reflection and cannot be 

denied. 

 

To take some crude but familiar examples, the only response possible to 

the charge that a morality of individual rights is nothing but a load of 

bourgeois ideology, or an instrument of male domination, or that the 

requirement to love your neighbor is really an expression of fear, hatred, 

and resentment of your neighbor, is to consider again, in light of these 

suggestions, whether the reasons for respecting individual rights or caring 

about others can be sustained, or whether they disguise something that is 

not reason at all. And this is a new moral question. One cannot just exit 

from the domain of moral reflection: It is simply there. All one can do is to 

proceed with it in light of whatever new historical or psychological 

evidence may be offered. It’s the same everywhere. Challenges to the 

objectivity of science can be met only by further scientific reasoning, 

challenges to the objectivity of history by history, and so forth. (Nagel 

1997, 21.) 

 

Nagel claims that ethics is like science in the way that it involves a reasoning process 

that can always be challenged, but it cannot be ruled out. Reason can and, it seems, even 

must be employed in ethics. It is crucial to employ reason in order to talk about ethical 

domain. It exists because we think about it, and this kind of thought is the one we 

cannot get outside of. 

 

Nagel’s description of ethics as reasoning process seems to fit the IOT well. Following 

Nagel and my previous chapter concerning intuition, I will attribute both reason and 
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high level intuitionism for the IO. This does not rule out Firth’s characteristics, but 

makes them more plausible. Firth’s characteristics of omniscience and omnipercipience 

provide reason with “initial material to work on” (as Nagel put it) and the characteristics 

of disinterestedness, dispassionateness and consistency can be seen as part of the reason 

characteristic – now we have an overarching name for them: Reason. Let’s note that the 

sixth characteristic, that the IO is normal in other respects, is there simply to make sure 

that the IO is not crazy or otherwise capable of horrendous judgments. More on the 

normality of the IO in chapter 6.6. 

 

3.3 Good and Right 

 

Another question of importance is the distinction between good and right. Firth is 

talking about right, he never refers to good. But some of the texts I have been referring 

to use the word good, instead of right. Does this pose a problem to our inquiry? Let us 

see about that. 

 

G. E. Moore, famous philosopher of ethics already mentioned, uses the word good in 

his work Principia Ethica. As I have already employed that as my source material, it 

seems reasonable to look for an answer there. As mentioned, Moore does not define 

good, he simple states it is indefinable.  But we can find a definition for right from 

Moore: 

 

[T]he word ‘right’ is very commonly appropriated  to actions which lead 

to the attainment of what is good; which are regarded as means to the ideal 

and not as ends-in-themselves. This use of ‘right’, as denoting what is 

good as a means, whether or not it be also good as an end, is indeed the 

use to which I shall confine the word. (Moore 1903, 18.) 

 

In Firth’s definition x is right if the IO would approve of it. So, following Moore’s 

definition, doing a right thing is a means to reach an end which is the approval of the 

IO. I.e., the IO’s approval is the good, or the IO approves of x because it is good and 

recommends acting accordingly. This is a good definition for us because then we can 

focus on finding out what it means for the IO to have a certain reaction. So even if we 

make the distinction between good and right, it is not a problem, because right means to 

aim at good and good is equal to the disposition of the IO. 
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What gives me more confidence that I am not completely at sea interpreting the Firth’s 

IOT as an adequate answer to Moore’s fear of naturalistic fallacy, is that I am not alone 

in thinking this way. Glen O. Allen follows the same line of thinking when he asserts: 

 

Ideal Observer theory is more nearly compatible with a correct 

understanding of Moore’s “Naturalistic Fallacy” than any other available 

ethical theory, and, particularly, more nearly compatible than the meta-

ethical theories which have been devised specifically to accommodate 

Moore’s argument. […] [IOT] is not a full-blown ethical theory 

comprehending and systematizing a body of moral knowledge which 

purports to tell what ought to be done on all occasions. Rather, it is part of 

a methodology the function of which is to assist us in making right 

choices. (Allen 1970, 548.) 

 

There are two important things to note here. First, my interpretation that the IOT is 

compatible with Moore’s suspicions gains more strength. Second, Allen promotes the 

idea that the IOT is a methodology which we can use in order to reach better ethical 

decisions. I have already argued in favor of this standpoint and I will keep mentioning it 

as we progress with this study. 

 

I will next investigate the discussions that Firth’s article prompted. First we look at 

Richard Brandt’s and Firth’s discussion which took place three years after the Firth’s 

article. After that I will look at R. M. Hare’s theory of archangel, which is not a direct 

answer to Firth, but it will give us a broader view of the IOT. Then I will look at 

Thomas Carson’s answer to Firth, which suits our purposes well, because he deals 

criticism to all the characteristics of the IO. Charles Taliaferro will accompany us there. 

Finally I will take a look at an alternative version of the IOT, the ideal moral reaction 

theory, formulated by Jonathan Harrison. 

 

 

4 Richard Brandt’s Criticism of Firth’s Theory 

 

Brandt deals out three criticisms. They are as follows: 1) the difficulty of Firth’s 

absolutism; 2) the requirements of omniscience and omnipercipience; and 3) the need 
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for consistency, disinterestedness, and dispassionateness. In my analysis I have 

separated the third critique into two parts. Let’s see through these criticisms in detail 

and also what answers Firth has to offer in his article, which was published in the same 

issue of Philosophy and Phenomenological Research in 1955 as Brandt’s article. 

 

4.1 Brandt’s Critique of Firth’s Absolutism 

 

Brandt gives a short definition of the Firth’s IO: 

 

X is right […] if there were a person who was omniscient, omnipercipient, 

disinterested, and dispassionate, but in other respects normal, then he 

would have a certain experience (for example feel approval, experience an 

apparent requiredness, etc.) with respect to X (Brandt 1955, 407). 

 

Brandt claims that Firth’s absolutist analysis could be turned into a relativist one. Firth 

defined his analysis to be absolutist for it contains no egocentric terms. Therefore 

Brandt comes up with a relativist analysis by substituting general term with an 

egocentric one. In his new version “If there were a person who was” is replaced with “If 

I were” and “he would” with “I would”. Therefore the definition becomes relativist (or 

subjectivist). According to Brandt, Firth’s absolutism has one serious problem: There 

could be multiple IOs that could have “different or even opposed reactions […] with 

respect to the same act, say on account of past conditioning, a different system of desire, 

etc.”. (Brandt 1955, 408.) In other words, the IOT would stop to be absolutist. 

 

I.e. Brandt makes a modification to the Firth’s theory and claims that after this 

modification the theory is no longer absolutist. He points out that it is common (for 

people) to use the phrase “X is right” in a way that allows others (be they IOs or not) to 

disagree with it. Even if I were an IO myself, I could quite happily assert that “X is 

right” even while knowing that some other IO(s) would disagree with me. In Brandt’s 

view, people are not IOs but people. And people often don’t think in absolutist terms, 

but are prone to more relativist thinking. The problem for a relativist, of course, is that 

he has to explain why there is ethical disagreement. And this is the problem Firth 

wanted to avoid by making his analysis absolutist. 
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This reminds me of the concept of reason we were concerned with in the chapter 3.2. 

There I attributed the characteristic of reason to the IO. Reason is the capability that 

makes it possible for the IO to reach the absolutist level, instead of staying in the 

relativist level. Brandt seems to miss this idea as he claims that we cannot be IOs. It is 

true, we cannot be IOs, but the IOT does not require that, as it is a thought experiment 

and therefore we don’t need to be IOs in order to reach better ethical decisions, but we 

can think like an IO occasionally. 

 

Firth answers to Brandt’s proposition. First he defines his use of the term absolutist: 

“The analysis is absolutist because it contains no egocentric terms such as ‘I,’ ‘this,’ 

‘here,’ and ‘now.’ It implies that the truth or falsity of ethical statements will never 

depend on the fact that two people will be making logically incompatible assertions if 

one of them asserts that a particular act is right, and the other asserts that the very same 

act is not right”. (Firth 1955, 414.) In Firth’s analysis it is never implied that there needs 

to be any IOs. But it is implied that should there be more than one IO, “all the ideal 

observers would have the same ethically significant experience with respect to x”. Then 

he proposes a new formulation: “If there were any ideal observers, they would all have 

such and such an experience with respect to x”. (Firth 1955, 414.) 

 

Firth claims that it would be extremely difficult to show that 

 

two people can have exactly the same beliefs about an act, and still have 

opposed ethical attitudes (for example approval, and righteous 

indignation) towards it. Even a comparatively “simple” act (for example 

one boy striking another) has a background and consequences of infinite 

complexity, any part of which may be known, or unknown, or 

misinterpreted. How, then, could we show that the two subjects of our 

experiment did not perceive the situation in ways sufficiently different to 

“account for” their different emotional attitudes? Surely it would not be 

enough to question them about their beliefs, for even if their answers 

showed that they agreed in their interpretation of the overt facts (that this 

boy was bigger and stronger, that the other one was defending himself, 

etc.) it would never be possible to untangle and compare all their beliefs 

about psychological, biological, sociological, and theological facts; yet 
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any of these beliefs might make a difference to their interpretation of the 

situation as a whole. (Firth 1955, 415.) 

 

Firth seems to be referring to the omniscience characteristic here. It seems quite far-

fetched that any actual person could be an IO. Therefore Brandt’s suggestion that “I” 

could be an IO begins to sound ridiculous. No “I” could be an IO – that “I” would have 

to be superhuman (just as Brandt is going to suggest in his second critique). It is more 

feasible, in the context of the IOT, to stick with the absolutist IO. I think the problem 

for Brandt is to understand the Firth’s IO as less of an actual being, but more of as a 

thought experiment. Brandt might have understood the nature of this theory wrong. 

 

Firth continues answering Brandt: 

 

even if we could show that it is causally possible for opposed moral 

experiences to accompany identical cognitions, we should still have to 

show that these differences in moral experience were not caused by selfish 

interests or self-referential emotions. For causes of these kinds, of course, 

would not be present in a person who is an ideal observer and hence 

completely disinterested and dispassionate. We should have to find some 

technique for showing that neither cognitions, nor selfish interests, nor 

self-referential emotions, nor any combination of the three, is sufficient to 

account for differences in moral experience. (Firth 1955, 415.) 

 

This technique, described by Firth, seems difficult to come up with. If we have, let’s 

say, two IOs, they would have to have the same moral experience. People can have 

different moral experiences of the same act. IOs cannot. 

 

Firth answers to another argument for relativism by Brandt. It is the one where Brandt 

claimed that should I be an IO, I would have no problems to assert that “x is right” even 

though I knew that some other IO would assert that “x is wrong”. This is true with 

humans. But with a real IO, it is not. As Firth points out: “But it seems to me that if I 

thought that I were an ideal observer, I should refuse to admit that someone who had 

conflicting moral experience was also an ideal observer: I should assume that one of us 

lacked complete knowledge, disinterestedness, or dispassionateness, and by hypothesis 

it would have to be the other person”. (Firth 1955, 416.) 
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Should there be a true IO, he would never accept another IO who had different moral 

opinions. One of them has to be wrong. It doesn’t necessarily make the matter ethically 

indifferent – as Brandt suggests Firth would be inclined to think (Brandt 1955, 408) – 

for if the IO is a true IO, then his ethically significant reaction is truly ethically 

significant and therefore the issue cannot be ethically indifferent. Scenarios where we 

put multiple IOs together with conflicting views are problematic for, by definition, then 

they (at least not all of them) are not IOs anymore. All the IOs will have the same 

ethically significant reactions if they are real IOs. 

 

Firth claims finally that ethical statements are prima facie absolutist and therefore 

absolutist analysis should be always preferred over relativist one. (Firth 1955, 416.) I.e. 

Firth maintains that there are invariable ethical truths. IOT is a proposition on how to 

access these truths. 

 

4.2 Brandt’s Critique of Firth’s Omniscience and Omnipercipiency 

  

Brandt’s second critique is of omniscience and omnipercipience. As Brandt puts it: 

 

[T]hese requirements eat away at the human characteristics of the ideal 

observer. Such a being would never, for instance, experience surprise, 

disappointment, the anxiety which springs from ignorance of the future—

although, of course, he would know what these emotions are like in other 

people. Thus, when Firth says that the observer is to be otherwise normal, 

one wonders how much of him there could be which really is normal. And 

all this raises a doubt whether the reactions of such superhuman being are 

what we implicitly have in mind as decisive for the proper application of 

ethical terms. (Brandt 1955, 409–410.) 

 

Brandt seems to be missing some crucial information here: Firth did not claim that the 

IO is human, but that “In other respects he is normal” (Firth 1952, 344). Yet, Firth still 

clearly defines the IO to be a person: 

 

It seems fairly clear, on the other hand, that no analysis in terms solely of 

such general, and highly ideal, characteristics, could be fully adequate to 
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the meaning of ethical statements. For however ideal some of his 

characteristics may be, an ideal observer is, after all, a person; and 

whatever may be true of the future, our conception of the personality of an 

ideal observer has not yet undergone the refining processes which have 

enabled theologians, apparently with clear conscience, to employ the term 

“person” in exceedingly abstract ways. Most of us, indeed, can be said, to 

have a conception of an ideal observer only in the sense that the 

characteristics of such a person are implicit in the procedures by which we 

compare and evaluate moral judges, and it seems doubtful, therefore, that 

an ideal observer can be said to lack any of the determinable properties of 

human beings. (Firth 1952, 344.) 

 

I think the person characteristic does have a place in the analysis: it is simply another 

way to state that the IO is normal in other respects. IO is a person-like character. We 

want our ethics to deal with people so it only makes sense to attribute “otherwise 

normality” or “person-likeness” for the IO. As Firth stated above, many of us employ 

some kind of conception of an IO when deliberating on ethical issues. The IOT is 

simply a philosophical way to answer to this deliberation and to give it a structured 

form. 

 

Let us return to omniscience and omnipercipiency. Brandt thinks there is a reason for 

the requirement of omniscience and omnipercipiency: “there is no other practicable way 

of specifying which facts a person must know in order to know all the ethically relevant 

facts, without circularity” (Brandt 1955, 410). Circularity, of course, would come from 

the IO knowing ethical facts, for ethical facts are his own dispositions and deriving 

ethically significant reactions from ethically significant reactions would be circular 

(Firth 1952, 333). 

 

Brandt tries to cut Firth’s IO’s qualifications. First he states that: 

 

what a person needs to be vividly conscious of, in judging or reacting to 

an ethical situation, is simply all those facts vivid awareness of which 

would make a difference to his ethical reaction to this case if (to use 

Firth’s own qualifications) he were a disinterested, dispassionate but 

otherwise normal person. This is all an “ideal observer” needs. In fact, I 
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believe we can cut the qualification still more. The ideal observer need not 

really know these facts; he merely has to believe them, correctly, and with 

perfect vividness, to be facts—which of course is to be distinguished from 

knowing them. (Brandt 1955, 410.) 

 

This would cut the definition of the IO quite a bit. According to Brandt this 

modification would make him more human-like: “If this is correct, the “ideal observer” 

can be construed as something more of a human being than Firth’s account permits” 

(Brandt 1955, 410). Indeed it would, but, I think, it would also take the whole 

grounding off from the naturalistic meta-ethics that we are dealing with. As Michael 

Smith states in The Oxford Handbook of Contemporary Philosophy (the book I already 

mentioned in the introduction): 

 

For if moral facts require the existence of properties alien to science, and 

if for general meta-physical reasons we have no reason to believe that 

there are any such properties, then these considerations look as if they 

might well undermine our confidence in all of our moral judgements at 

once. And if that happens, then further questions suggest themselves. We 

can ask whether this would undermine the entire point of going in for 

moral appraisal, or whether we could happily go on as before by (say) 

simply pretending that our moral judgements are true. In other words, we 

can ask whether morality is nothing more than a useful fiction. If so, what 

is the use of the fiction? (Smith 2007, 5.) 

 

Smith mentions the same problem that arose when we dealt with intuitionism in chapter 

3.1. As I concluded there, it is very difficult to arrive at any definitive answer to the 

question whether moral facts require existence of properties alien to science or not. The 

IOT provides properties for moral facts, namely the IO’s dispositions. But are the IO’s 

dispositions “nothing more than a useful fiction”, as Smith is afraid morality might be? 

As I have numerous times labeled the IOT “a thought experiment”, it certainly sounds 

similar to “useful fiction”. But where does the fiction lay? In our conception of the IO 

or in the IO’s own knowledge? Brandt’s claim that the IO only believes all the facts but 

doesn’t know them would put the fiction in both domains. But I don’t really understand 

why Brandt wants to do this. It unnecessarily complicates the theory, as then we would 

have to ask the question: “If the IO doesn’t know the facts himself but merely believes 
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them, then who tells the IO these facts?” Brandt’s proposal would make the theory more 

complicated and also lead to infinite regress. 

 

Brandt’s suggestion sounds a lot like this “pretending that our moral judgements are 

true” (the Smith quote above). For if the IO doesn’t really know these non-ethical facts, 

then they are just some parts of his imagination. The IO is the grounding for ethical 

knowledge and if that grounding is taken away we don’t have knowledge anymore. 

Who knows these facts if not the IO? Brandt wants the IO to be “something more of a 

human being than Firth’s account permits” (Brandt 1955, 410). This would mean that 

the IO couldn’t know everything. But as I stated above, this would make the theory 

more complicated. Firth seems to think in similar terms. He answers to Brandt: 

 

If I understand this argument correctly, Brandt is proposing, in effect, that 

we begin with the concept of a person (an ideal observer1) who is 

disinterested, dispassionate, but otherwise normal, but whose knowledge 

and factual beliefs remain unspecified. Then, with respect to a given 

ethical situation (S) we define a body of non-ethical facts (F) as “those 

facts vivid awareness of which would make a difference to the ethical 

reactions of an ideal observer1.” We then define a more determinate kind 

of ideal observer (an ideal observer2) for case S as a person who is 

disinterested, dispassionate, and normal, but who also knows F. And 

finally we define “right” and “wrong,” as applied to situation S, in terms 

of the reactions of an ideal observer of this more determinate kind (ideal 

observer2). (Firth 1955, 417.) 

 

Firth calls this “ingenious proposal”, but it is also quite complicated one. It requires 

extra steps and usually the possibility to err increases as the amount of steps to be taken 

in order to reach a conclusion increase. Therefore it would make sense to answer that 

new proposal is worse for it is more complicated. Firth also states that it involves a fatal 

difficulty. This difficulty comes from that the “ethical reactions of an ideal observer1 

would depend in part on the number and character of his false beliefs (Firth 1955, 417). 

 

Firth gives an example: Situation S would be that of a marriage proposal, but the IO1 

has a false belief that the man proposing is married to another woman. No doubt this 

false belief would affect the IO1’s ethically significant reaction in this situation. Also 
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here would be in play whether the IO1 knows certain facts, such as facts about laws 

concerning bigamy. Therefore, Firth concludes, there is “no one body of facts (F) vivid 

awareness of which would make a difference to the manner in which an ideal observer1 

reacts to situation S. The body of facts would vary with the false beliefs of the ideal 

observer1. And for any given fact, indeed, we could find some set of false beliefs which 

would make that fact seem to be ethically relevant to S”. (Firth 1955, 417.) 

 

One way to get around this would be to state that the IO1 has no false beliefs. According 

to Firth, this would help but there would still remain a problem, for “the facts which 

would seem relevant to situation S at given time, would depend to some extent on the 

number and character of the ideal observer’s true beliefs at that time” (Firth 1955, 417). 

 

Firth gives another modified example. Now the IO1 truly believes that certain man and 

woman are not married to one another, but does not know that they are betrothed to one 

another. In this case the IO1’s reaction would not be affected by his knowledge of laws 

concerning breach of a promise. And “this would mean, if we accept Brandt’s proposal, 

that we should have to label facts about such laws as irrelevant and exclude them from 

the body of relevant facts (F). For any given fact, indeed, we could find some set of true 

beliefs which would be sufficiently incomplete to make that fact seem irrelevant to S”. 

(Firth 1955, 417–418). 

 

So we seem to have the same problem at both ends: at the false beliefs and at the true 

beliefs. The IO1 therefore needs to have enough true beliefs to guarantee that his ethical 

reactions would be affected should he become aware of additional facts. We could also 

think that the knowledge of the facts is always conditional, i.e. then the the IO would be 

thinking: “if facts xyz are true, then…” Would this be a better solution? I am not sure, 

as it strips the IO of his omniscience characteristic – in this solution his omniscience 

would be conditional. 

 

If we forget the conditional strategy, then the IO1 should be aware of all other relevant 

facts. This leads to a, as Firth puts it, 

 

[V]icious circle, since there is no way to define “relevant fact” expect by 

reference to the very test we are now attempting to formulate. So far as I 

can see, therefore, the only solution is to say that an ideal observer has true 
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beliefs about all non-ethical facts, this guaranteeing a fortiori that an ideal 

observer is exposed to the influence of all facts which are ethically 

relevant. And this means that we are brought back again to the conclusion 

that an ideal observer must be omniscient with respect to non-ethical facts. 

(Firth 1955, 418). 

 

Why start adding extra qualifications for the IO when the only positive outcome from 

that is that he would become more human-like and the obvious negative outcome is that 

more unnecessary complexity would be added to the analysis? The IO is not human-like 

in regard to his omniscience. This will be discussed further in chapters 5.2, 6.2, 6.3, and 

7. 

 

4.3 Brandt’s Critique of Firth’s Consistency 

 

Brandt’s third critique to the Firth’s IOT is one concerning the consistency of the IO. 

Firth actually doesn’t require a specific attribution of consistency to the IO, he simply 

claimed that consistency is a “derivative characteristic—a consequence of his [the IO’s] 

other characteristics together with certain psychological laws” (Firth 1952, 344). Firth 

does not want to add consistency as the IO’s quality for two reasons: it either leads to 

circularity or is redundant. Brandt defines these two problems. He begins by stating that 

“it is not right to act in one situation in a way which would be wrong in another 

situation, unless the situations differ in some ethically relevant way” (Brandt 1955, 

410). This makes sense. His example is that it is “not wrong to fail to furnish a free 

high-school education to one person (say, a white man) if it is right to fail in this way 

with respect to another person (say, a Negro [sic!]), unless there is some morally 

relevant difference between the two cases.” (Brandt 1955, 410). The circularity point 

comes here: 

 

Correspondingly, an ideal observer, whose reactions are to function in the 

definition of “right,” must be a person who would not approve of one 

action in a situation A, and disapprove the same
4
 action in situation B, 

                                                           
4
 It can be noted that Brandt uses the term “same action” instead of “similar action”. This can be seen as a 

problem, as one might well suggest that same action does not repeat itself but similar actions might very 

well occur. This seems to be a problem only in Brandt’s language, as Firth does not use the word “same”, 

but the word “similar”, for example: “[W]e could define him [the IO], in part, as being whose ethically 
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unless the two situations differed in some morally relevant respect. But of 

course we cannot say this in defining “ideal observer” in the context of 

ethics, for the foregoing sentence contains the phrase “morally relevant 

respect,” a term which we are trying to define by the ideal observer 

concept. (Brandt 1955, 410.) 

 

 

Brandt offers a way out of this circularity. He suggests the following: 

 

Let us say that a person is not an “ideal observer” at the time of reacting 

ethically to some action A if, had he been reacting at that time to another 

action B, his reaction to B would have been different from or opposed to 

the reaction he has to A, unless he believed one of them to have a property 

which the other had not—such that belief in the presence or absence of 

this property would have made a corresponding difference to his ethical 

reaction with respect to any action he might at that time have been 

considering. Let us say that a person is not an ideal observer if he is 

ethically inconsistent, in this sense. (Brandt 1955, 411.) 

 

I think Brandt is just rephrasing the same formulation of inconsistency as above. He 

claims that this formulation is different, though, in the following sense: “this 

specification has the effect that two acts will not have different moral qualities (be the 

object of different reactions by an “ideal observer”) unless they differ in respect of some 

wrong-tending, or morally relevant, property, i.e., unless they differ in respect of some 

property” (Brandt 1955, 411). I cannot see how this formulation takes away the problem 

of circularity. I guess this question needs to be left open at this point. 

 

Consistency seems to involve many of the problems also mentioned with omniscience. 

Therefore Firth’s idea that it is a derivative characteristic gains more credibility. At least 

in the case of circularity the problem seems to be the same with omniscience and 

consistency. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                          
significant reactions to any particular act would always be exactly similar” (Firth 1952, 343). Therefore, I 

conclude, problem with the words “same” and “similar” here is most likely of minor concern, as it is not 

with Firth, but with Brandt. 
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The other problem with consistency was the redundancy problem. Firth claimed that 

consistency is derived from other qualities of the IO (therefore rendering consistency 

redundant): omniscience, omnipercipiency, disinterestedness and dispassionateness. 

Brandt comments on this: “Clearly it does not follow logically from his knowing all the 

non-ethical facts, that he will react to them in a certain way”. This sounds reasonable. 

Brandt also points out that it might not be causally possible for all-knowing creature to 

approve or disapprove inconsistently, but it is hard to prove this either way. (Brandt 

1955, 411.) 

 

Brandt tries to give an example of a situation where a person would be both 

disinterested and dispassionate but inconsistent. 

 

Let us tentatively assume it is inconsistent in the above sense for a given 

person to approve of state-supported education for white persons through 

high school, but to disapprove of state-supported education for Negroes 

beyond the elementary level. […] Now, since no proper names are 

involved in the definitions of these acts, the person’s reactions are both 

disinterested and dispassionate. But how about our tentative assumption 

that there might really be inconsistency here? Is this tenable? Well, there 

will be real inconsistency according to my definition unless the person is 

making some assumption about a difference between the two cases […] 

which universally would make a difference to his ethical reactions. And in 

fact there may well be no such assumption among individuals who labor 

under this particular prejudice. Therefore the concept of consistency seems 

hardly redundant in the present context. (Brandt 1955, 411–412.) 

 

This is a good point, but it does not really concern the IO, for he is not tied to any 

particular context as “individuals who labor under this particular prejudice”. This is a 

good critique to any ethically reacting person, but it would hardly affect the IO. Maybe 

Brandt is basing the critique on his previous definition that the IOT is not absolutist, as 

an absolutist IO would not fall into this kind of inconsistency. Brandt’s other remark 

gives more credibility to this interpretation: “people in fact sometimes do appraise two 

situations differently when there is no difference between the two which they can 

seriously claim is morally relevant” (Brandt 1955, 412 n). This, again, is a good 

criticism to regular people, but not to an absolutist IO. 



 

49 
 

 

Let’s see Firth’s reply to this critique. Firth argues that actually “when we ask for a 

proof of consistency we are trying to test the extent of our judge’s knowledge, 

disinterestedness, and dispassionateness”. This is emphasized more: “the judgments 

which we commonly make about the consistency of an ethical judge, always presuppose 

a certain amount of ethical knowledge—knowledge, that is, about the reactions of an 

ideal observer”. (Firth 1955, 419.) This is reminds us of the important fact (in the IO 

analysis) that ethical knowledge is knowledge of the IO’s reactions. There is no other 

ethical knowledge than the IO’s reactions. Therefore always when we engage in ethical 

deliberation we have a thought, a picture in the back of our minds, of what would an 

omniscient, omnipercipient, disinterested, dispassionate and consistent normal person 

do. This is reflected by the idiom in common language made famous by the Evangelical 

Christians: “What would Jesus do?” 

 

Firth claims that it is “so easy, indeed, to meet Brandt’s requirement for consistency, 

that we may wonder whether it is causally (psychologically) possible to fail to meet it 

(assuming the uniformity of nature)” (Firth 1955, 420). So Firth tries to formulate his 

own example of inconsistency. There the judge needs to have opposed ethical reactions 

to two situations (S and T) without having any universally differentiating principle. 

 

Let us suppose, therefore, that a judge has opposed ethical reactions to S 

and T because, and simply because, there is a certain property P which he 

perceives in S but not in T. Our question can then be formulated: Is it 

causally possible that this judge’s ethical reactions should fail to be 

influenced by the perception in other situations (U, V, W, etc.) which 

might be conceived as occurring at that time? (Firth 1955, 420.) 

 

Firth goes on saying that it is not causally possible. He formulates an example as 

follows. P is a property of being productive of pleasure. P might cause a favorable 

reaction in situation S, because in that case the pleasure will be experienced by people 

who are thought to deserve a reward. But P might cause an unfavorable reaction in 

situation W, because in that case the pleasure will be experienced by people who are 

thought to deserve a punishment. And this, according to Firth, is not an instance of 

inconsistency for it merely forces us to recognize another property that is more 

determinate than P – a property of being conducive to pleasure for people of such and 
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such a kind. “Thus there will always be some distinguishing property which would 

universally influence the judge in the same way; and this means that Brandt’s 

requirement of consistency is so weak that it is causally impossible for anyone to fail to 

meet it”. Firth agrees that this type of consistency might very well be required for the 

IO, but it is not enough. “The consistency which we ordinarily expect of a competent 

ethical judge is something more than this; and I have argued that it serves as a test, 

rather than a defining characteristic, of an ideal observer”. (Firth 1955, 420–421.) 

 

Test is an interesting concept here. If we think of the IO as a thought experiment, we 

can use him for at least two purposes: 1) to receive ethical knowledge and 2) to test 

whether or not someone is worthy of the IO status (and supposedly no actual person is). 

If the IO is perceived as a methodology that can be employed in order to reach better 

ethical decision, many of the problems posed by the IOT would disappear. 

 

4.4 Brandt’s Critique of Firth’s Disinterestedness and Dispassionateness 

 

Although Brandt doesn’t present this criticism as a separate from his criticism towards 

the consistency of the IO, I deal with it separately here, for they are separate 

characteristics of the IO. Firth defined disinterestedness as “lacking in particular 

interests” (Firth 1952, 339) where particular interest is something that can only be 

defined with using proper names. And dispassionateness was defined in the same way, 

person is dispassionate if he is “incapable of experiencing emotions of this kind—such 

emotions as jealousy, self-love, personal hatred, and others which are directed towards 

particular individuals as such” (Firth 1952, 340). From these two definitions follows a 

problem: How can this kind of person be ethically sensitive? For example: 

 

[H]e were incapable of feeling special anger if someone were cruel to his 

child, would he be likely to feel indignation at all? Or if the absence of 

particular interests and emotions resulted from the absence of relationships 

which might generate them, for example, because like God he had no 

mother or children or friends, we might again wonder it the conditions 

necessary for the development of ethical sensitivity could be realized. And 

this raises the question whether this sort of being is one by reference to 

which our ethical statements should be analyzed. (Brandt 1955, 411 n.) 
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Brandt seems to be misunderstanding the theory again. The IO, although he is not a real 

person, he is still person-like. Everything that is considered normal in a person, is true 

with the IO. Part of the thought experiment is that the IO is sensitive to emotions, just as 

a normal person is. 

 

Still, this critique is raised in other occasions than just Brandt, so we will return to it in 

chapters 6.4 and 7. 

 

4.5 Conclusions 

 

Brandt’s critique to Firth’s absolutism helped me realize how the IO can be absolutist 

but people cannot. The same problem also concerns omniscience and omnipercipiency: 

they are characteristics attributed to the IO, but they cannot be attributed to (regular) 

humans. This still doesn’t make the IO incapable of emotions, as he is normal in other 

respects. It is hard to say whether consistency is a derivative characteristic of the IO or 

not, but it can be said that at least the circularity problem is attributed in similar way to 

both consistency and omnisciency. 

 

I will next take a look at another version of the IO theory, R.M. Hare’s Archangel. It is 

not a response to Firth’s theory, so it provides us with a more independent point of view 

for our inquiry. 

 

 

5 R.M. Hare’s Version of the IO – the Archangel 

 

5.1 Critical and Intuitive Levels of Moral Thinking 

 

R.M. Hare provides an interesting point of view to the IO theory. In his book Moral 

Thinking he entertains the idea of two opposite moral characters: “the archangel” and 

“the prole”. These two examples of moral agents correspond to Hare’s distinction 

between critical and intuitive levels of moral thinking. (Hare 1981, 44.) Let’s first look 

at these levels. 

 

Critical and intuitive levels are explained by using moral conflicts. Hare’s example is 

the following. I have promised to take my children for a picnic by the river at Oxford. 
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Then a lifelong friend and his wife turn up from Australia and want to have a tour of the 

campus. I should clearly both A. take my children for the picnic, and B. show my friend 

and his wife the campus. This is a dilemma, for I cannot do both A and B. It is right to 

do A and it is also right to do B. They are both also wrong, because doing A excludes 

me from doing B as well as doing B excludes me from doing A. We can see that 

“ought” here does not imply “can”. Hare explains this by saying that “ought” has a 

different meaning in the two levels of moral thinking. (Hare 1981, 25–28.) 

 

Hare advances towards this challenge by acknowledging a following argument. This 

argument states that the experience of remorse is “inseparable from thinking that we 

ought not to have done what we did”. Hare makes a distinction between remorse and 

regret; it is irrational to feel remorse after doing one thing instead of another, but regret 

is in place – it is regrettable that my children missed their picnic. Hare claims that 

philosophers clinging to remorse-argument have mixed remorse with regret. There is 

still a third term involved, compunction. According to Hare, this feeling is close to fear 

and afflicts the person acting during or before the act, unlike remorse, which only 

occurs after the act. Compunction is like remorse: it can be irrational and therefore can 

be experienced in a situation where it is absurd to experience it. Would we feel that a 

man experiencing compunction when breaking his promise of taking his children out for 

a picnic is a morally better person than the one who wouldn’t experience any such 

feeling? This is a question of moral education. A morally educated person experiences 

compunction when telling a lie, even though she knows that in this particular case she 

ought to do it. (Hare 1981, 28–31.) 

 

We already mentioned moral training in chapter 3.1 when discussing intuitionism. I 

concluded that the concept of moral training can be understood via the concept of high 

level intuitionism. With training, the IO can reach high level intuitionism and start to 

make ethical judgments by intuition which is based on reason. It is important to keep in 

mind, that what I call high level intuitionism is not the same as what we usually call 

intuitionism, as it employs reason, or critical thinking in Hare’s terms. 

 

Hare has something different in mind: moral education can teach us principles, for 

example a principle stating “you ought never to do A”. But it is not difficult to imagine 

a situation where one ought to do A in order to avoid another nasty situation. Although 

principles are valuable they are not the whole story of moral conduct and indeed not the 
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distinctive part of human moral conduct, for principles can also be taught to for example 

dogs. The problem with principles is that even though they start off short they will 

eventually get much longer, for more qualifications will need to be added when 

situations get more complicated (for example “you ought never to do A, unless doing A 

is the only way to avoid doing B and C”). (Hare 1981, 32–35.) 

 

In short, principles are important on the intuitive level of moral thinking, and only when 

they are kept as simple as possible. Hare uses an example from games to illustrate this 

point. First program that beat the human world champion in backgammon, BKG 9.8, 

did not evaluate all the possible moves but by using relatively simple principles it 

evaluated which moves were more probable to have results in certain position. (Hare 

1981, 35–39.) A computer program is governed by principles and therefore, in Hare’s 

terms, it is on the intuitive level of thinking. Surely it does not think morally, but the 

analogy is still interesting. Moreover, this is an example that relying on principles is 

generally a good strategy in everyday moral life.  

 

An intuitionist relying solely on principles faces an obvious problem: she cannot 

explain why she has certain principles for referring to them on the intuitionist level 

would be explaining principles with the same principles. (Hare 1981, 40.) This reminds 

me of the IO’s quality that he doesn’t have knowledge of ethical facts. He needs only to 

be aware of non-ethical facts, because ethical facts are his dispositions and he cannot 

know them beforehand.  

 

There are two kinds of principles: critical principles and prima facie principles, as Hare 

calls them. They are both universal (should be applied to all situations that are included 

within the domain of the principle), but the other is less general than the other. Critical 

principles are often more particular than the prima facie principles. 

 

Hare’s main point of interest for us is that the archangel acts only on the critical level 

and the prole only on the intuitive level. Therefore prole uses only principles to 

determine her moral actions and archangel considers every act specifically. As Hare is 

utilitarian, he points out two branches of utilitarianism: critical thinker corresponds to 

act-utilitarian and intuitive thinker to rule-utilitarian. (Hare 1981, 41–43.) 
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5.2 The Archangel 

 

The question for Hare is, when approaching the archangel and the prole, to ask what is 

the relation between the two levels of moral thinking and how does one know when to 

think at one level and when at another. He wants to note that critical and intuitive 

thinking are not rival procedures – they share the same structure. The problem is to find 

out what their relation is, and this is what the concepts or archangel and prole are useful 

for. Archangel, as I stated earlier, represents critical thinking and prole intuitive 

thinking. Archangel is defined as follows: 

 

[C]onsider a being with superhuman powers of thought, superhuman 

knowledge and no human weaknesses. I am going to call him the 

archangel […] This ‘ideal observer’ or ‘ideal prescriber’ […] resembles 

the ‘clairvoyant’ […] in his powers of prediction but adds to these the 

other superhuman qualities just mentioned. He will need to use only 

critical thinking. (Hare 1981, 44.) 

 

Hare adds that the archangel will be able to “scan” all the properties of a situation, 

including the possible consequences of alternative actions, and “frame a universal 

principle (perhaps a highly specific one) which he can accept for action in that situation, 

no matter what role he himself were to occupy in it”. Hare mentions that the archangel 

will also lack partiality to self as well as to any other person. (Hare 1981, 44.) 

 

This sounds much like the IO we have been discussing earlier. Let us compare Hare’s 

archangel with the Firth’s IO. Can we find similarities or dissimilarities with the 

characteristics that Firth gave to his IO? Hare doesn’t give a list as First does, but the 

the archangel seems to possess the following characteristics: 

 

1) superhuman powers of thought 

2) superhuman knowledge 

3) no human weaknesses 

4) impartiality (both to others and to himself) 

5) thinks only in critical level. 

4 and 5 can be seen to be part of 3. Let us then be reminded of the Firth’s IO’s 

characteristics. The IO is: 
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1) omniscient with respect to non-ethical facts 

2) omnipercipient 

3) disinterested 

4) dispassionate 

5) consistent 

6) in other respects normal. 

Firth’s points 1–3 seem to fall under Hare’s 1–2 and 4–5 under 3. Hare does not 

mention that the archangel would have to be normal. Only archangel’s characteristic 

that is not one of the Firth’s IO’s characteristics is thinking only in critical level. Firth 

also doesn’t have a character to contrast the IO with, whereas Hare has the prole. Let’s 

look at the prole then. 

 

On the other hand, consider a person who has these human weaknesses to 

an extreme degree, Not only does he, like most of us, have to rely on 

intuitions and sound prima facie principles and good dispositions for most 

of the time; he is totally incapable of critical thinking. (Hare 1981, 45.) 

 

Prole cannot think critically. He can only get prima facie principles from other people 

by education or imitation. Hare does not want to divide humans into two categories, for 

we all share characteristics from both archangel and the prole. More important question 

is when ought we think like archangels and when like proles. But this is not a 

philosophical question, for the answer depends on our own characteristics. And this is 

tricky, as Hare puts it: “we have to know ourselves in order to tell how much we can 

trust ourselves to play the archangel without ending up in the wrong Miltonic camp as 

fallen archangels”. (Hare 1981, 45.) 

 

Hare claims one thing to be sure though: We cannot all act like proles all the time. This 

would result in something even worse than George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four – 

then there would not even be the Big Brother to tell everyone what to do (the name 

“prole” comes from Orwell’s book Nineteen Eighty-Four). In order to reach sound 

prima facie principles critical thinking must be employed. If all act like proles, then we 

would need an outside power to create the principles for us. This outside power could 

be God, the Big Brother, or the IO. 
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This brings out a possible problem common to all the IO theories: they may forward us 

to thinking that we couldn’t do it ourselves – we couldn’t do ethics by ourselves. But we 

should be able to decide on our own what is morally good and bad. Of course, this kind 

of problem only comes up if we make the interpretation that the IO needs to actually 

exist. The cases of the IO and the archangel are different, as in its own fictional world 

(Nineteen Eighty-Four) the Big Brother actually exists. There is no world, at least we 

don’t need to have a world, where the IO would actually exist – and should there be 

one, it wouldn’t make a difference. We don’t need the IO to exist, we just need the idea 

of him to exist so we can reflect on that idea and reach good ethical conclusions. 

 

But then, still, the Big Brother would be in our minds, and we would not be completely 

free of him. Does our thinking always need some sort of paragon, something to look up 

to? This might be more of a psychological question, but nevertheless Hare also 

mentions it by referring to Aristotle. In Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle claims that 

intellect is related to character in a paternalistic way. Dispositions are rational as far as 

they “listen to reason as to a father”, as Aristotle put it (1103a3). This resembles critical 

thinking a lot more than it does intuitive thinking. As Hare puts it: “If we were 

archangels, we could by critical thinking alone decide what we ought to do on each 

occasion; on the other hand, if we were proles, we could not do this, at least beyond the 

possibility of question, by intuitive thinking”. As Hare argues, critical thinking is 

epistemologically prior to intuitive thinking. (Hare 1981, 46.) 

 

Can we all act like archangels all the time then? The best way to act either in general or 

in particular situation is to act as an archangel would act. “[A]rchangels, at the end of 

their critical thinking, will all say the same thing […] on all questions on which moral 

argument is possible […] and so shall we, to the extent that we manage to think like 

archangels” (Hare 1981, 46.) This passage mentions, not only the answer to our 

question – namely that we can (in theory) act like archangels all the time, even though 

we cannot think like archangels all the time (as the archangel’s ability to think only 

critically is superhuman) – but also that the archangels are consistent with each other, 

which lets them avoid the problem of subjectivity. We have to remember that we are not 

archangels, and therefore we need “a set of dispositions, motivations, intuitions, prima 

facie principles”. These will give us a lot higher rate of success as moral agents than 

trying to perform critical thinking in all occasions. Often we have limited time and 
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limited capacity. These principles, however, need to be selected by critical thinking. 

(Hare 1981, 46–47.) 

 

Principles are often the best way to make moral decisions for us non-IO people. Hare’s 

example is whether or not to use a seat belt. He claims that in most of the cases wearing 

a seatbelt will protect one’s life successfully. There are some rare occurrences, where 

actually not wearing the seat belt would’ve proved more successful, for example if the 

car catches fire and the person sitting in the car is trapped by her seatbelt. These unusual 

cases are often cited to blur the principles, but they don’t succeed, for we can surely 

reply that an archangel (or the IO) would’ve known in advance what was going to 

happen but we don’t know anything in advance so we have to rely on principles and that 

is a good strategy. (Hare 1981, 48–49.) 

 

The relation between the two levels of moral thinking should be clear by now. Critical 

thinking aims to select the best set of prima facie principles to be used by intuitive 

thinking. Critical thinking is also used when the selected principles conflict with each 

other. I.e. critical thinking will produce prima facie principles to be used by intuitive 

thinking, which will create dispositions and actions which will resemble as nearly as 

possible the ones that we would have if we were able to use critical thinking all the 

time. This is actually to say that proles will become almost archangels – as long as the 

prima facie principles that they are using are good enough. And they will be, as long as 

they are carefully selected by critical thinking. (Hare 1981, 50.) 

 

Hare notices that “besides the role of selecting prima facie principles, critical thinking 

has also the role of resolving conflicts between them” (Hare 1981, 50). If critical 

thinking has been well employed prior the situation (i.e. the principles have been chosen 

well), problems will arise only in exceptional situations. These are often situations of 

stress and they include the possibility of “cooking” the principles (as Hare puts it). 

Conflicts can be sorted out intuitively, by “feeling” that one solution is better than 

another. It might be good in simple cases, but definitely not sufficient in more serious 

ones. Another way to solve conflicts is to examine the prima facie principles themselves 

and qualify them. And third way is to put them aside for a moment and examine the 

situation carefully. (Hare 1981, 50–52.) 
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The second option is the one chosen by an archangel and the third by an act-utilitarian, a 

situational ethicist, or a moral particularist. These are all just imaginative examples, and 

what Hare wants to point out is: “I do my own moral thinking in the way described in 

this book (not like an archangel, for I am not one, nor like prole, but doing my best to 

employ critical and intuitive thinking as appropriate”. (Hare 1981, 50–52.) This is the 

big difference with Hare and Firth: Hare tries to offer a method to do moral thinking as 

well as possible. The interpretation of the Firth’s IOT (that it is a thought experiment / 

methodology to reach better moral judgments) I’ve been advocating here is just that – 

an interpretation. Different interpretations are possible, as we have seen with for 

example in Brandt’s critique: Brandt seems to understand the IOT in a very different 

way than the interpretation I’m doing. 

 

Firth claimed that the IO needs not to exist. Hare, likewise, never claims that the 

archangel needs to exist. Yet Hare’s aim is clear: “the kind of utilitarianism which I 

shall be advocating has both a formal element (a reformulation of the requirement that 

moral principles be properly universal) and the substantial element just mentioned 

[actual preferences of actual people], which brings our moral thinking into contact with 

the world of reality” (Hare 1981, 5). 

 

Let’s go back to the example we were considering earlier, the one whether I should take 

my children for a picnic by the river or show my friend from Australia around the 

campus. We can now see what the problem is: There are two conflicting moral 

principles involved. And they are both prima facie principles. As we remember, prima 

facie moral principles are chosen by critical thinking but used by intuitive thinking. 

Prima facie principles are extremely useful in order to survive in everyday life. But they 

can be overridden. And they can be overridden either by other prima facie principle or 

by some other incentive. This does not mean they would cease to be moral principles. 

Prima facie principles are very general ones and therefore there will always be cases 

where there are other conflicting principles, duties, dispositions, etc. In fact, in order for 

prima facie principles to be of practical use they have to be overridable. They are 

guidelines that enable us to survive morally without “angelic thinking” which we do not 

posses. When to override prima facie principles is of course a tricky question and 

requires critical “angelic” thinking. (Hare 1981, 44–64.) 
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5.3 Conclusions 

 

What Hare adds to Firth’s theory is that he makes a distinction between critical and 

intuitive thinking. If I apply Hare to Firth I find out that the IO is a being which uses 

only critical thinking in moral issues. If we merge the archangel with the IO we can call 

this new being “the archio”. The archio uses only critical thinking and this in fact helps 

us to understand the IO better – as a being thinking only in critical level would surely be 

dispassionate and disinterested. 

 

There is actually not such a big difference between the IO and the archangel. They are 

both imaginary beings invented so they could help us in moral conflicts. 

 

Next I will take a look at Thomas Carson’s version of the IOT. With it we return to 

more direct replies to the Firth’s theory. 

 

 

6 Thomas Carson’s and Charles Taliaferro’s Contributions to the IOT 

 

Thomas Carson advances his version of IOT in his book The Status of Morality. I will 

also refer to Charles Taliaferro, who tries to defend Firth against Carson’s claims in his 

article “Relativising the Ideal Observer Theory” 

 

Carson denies moral realism: There are no objectively existing moral facts. But even if 

it is stated that there are no moral facts, it can still be said that “attitudes are correct or 

incorrect in virtue of their being dependent or non-dependent on one’s having false 

beliefs or incomplete information etc.” (Carson 1984, 47, italics mine). He puts it more 

fully: 

 

There are no facts about the world independent of any relationship to the 

beliefs and attitudes of rational appraisers in virtue of which attitudes can 

be said to be either correct or incorrect. An attitude about something is 

correct provided that one could continue to hold it if one were fully 

informed and fully rational, etc. This amounts to saying that the 

correctness of attitudes must be determined by reference to some kind of 

conception of an ideal observer. (Carson 1984, 47.) 
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Analogously to natural sciences, the IOT provides “the view that people would accept 

under ideal conditions” as Carson puts it (Carson 1984, 48). I already discussed the 

possibility of independently existing moral facts in chapter 3.1. There I left the question 

open. Carson takes the Firthian meta-ethical standpoint that correctness of any moral 

attitude is determined by reference to the IO. As we remember, Firth formulated it this 

way: “x is right” equals saying “any ideal observer would react to x in an approvable 

way under such and such conditions” (Firth 1952, 329). 

 

Carson deals criticism to Firth’s theory in a broad manner. I will discuss his critiques 

towards Firth’s characteristics of the IO and also the question of objectivism and 

relativism. 

 

6.1 Objectivism or Relativism 

 

Carson tries to see whether Firth’s theory is able to support an objectivist view or not. 

For it to be able to do so, it is necessary that all ideal observers have the same attitude 

about all moral questions. If this is true, then the IOT is extremely objectivist. If there 

are only some moral issues where all the IOs can agree, then the theory represents 

intermediate view between extreme objectivism and extreme relativism. And if there are 

no moral issues in which all the IOs would agree, then the IOT supports a view of 

extreme relativism. (Carson 1984, 51.) 

 

Therefore, if Carson wants to show that Firth’s theory fails to support the strong version 

of objectivism, he needs to find only one case where all the IOs would not agree with 

each other. Carson states that this is not difficult. His example is the following. Is it 

permissible for a doctor to lie to a patient about her condition if the doctor thinks the 

patient will die of fright if she learns about the seriousness of her condition? Carson 

thinks Firth gives no reason to suppose that the IOs could not have incompatible 

attitudes about this sort of moral situations. In Carson’s view, the characteristics that 

Firth has given to the IO are not sufficient to determine his attitudes about such 

questions. He refers to the background and training of the IOs, something that Firth 

hasn’t dealt with. (Carson 1984, 51.) It seems reasonable to presume that the 

background and moral training do affect person’s moral decisions. Let us keep in mind 

that Firth claimed that the IO needs to be in other respects normal, i.e. person-like. And 
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a person-like being certainly is affected by such things as background and moral 

training. But, we can add, he should not let them affect his thinking. I already discussed 

moral training in chapter 3.1 and concluded that the IO reaches high level intuitionism 

through training by using reason. 

 

Carson claims that Firth’s theory actually supports a version of extreme relativism. 

Carson’s example is of the Jews and the Nazis, for he states that if there are any moral 

issues of which judgments are objectively correct, they are issues such as Nazis the 

genocide of the Jews committed by the Nazis. This seems plausible. Nazism is such a 

categorical example of dreadful human conduct, that it would seem likely that ideal 

judges would reach unanimous conclusion about it. Carson asks, if it is “empirically 

possible for a human being who possesses the essential characteristics of an ideal 

observer to approve of the ‘final solution’ and things of that ilk” (Carson 1984, 55). 

Carson claims that “attitudes and views that we learn as young children have a tendency 

to persist in the light of the strongest possible criticisms later in life” (Carson 1984, 55). 

Should the IO had been given a sufficiently rigorous and early indoctrination into 

Nazism, it is conceivable that he would’ve persisted in his views even if he were to 

acquire the characteristics of the IO. (Carson 1984, 54–55.) 

 

This argument is weak for one simple reason: a person who is a Nazi is not normal – as 

normality is one of the IO’s characteristics, the IO cannot be a Nazi. When someone 

openly claims to be a Nazi, something has gone terribly wrong and that person is not 

normal anymore. That person can still exhibit perfectly sound reasoning and act rather 

“normally”. But there is something wrong. A good example is of a famous Finnish 

Nazi, Pekka Siitoin. There is a video of him being interviewed in Finnish television: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e5P2n1UOMtA. In the interview he seems to be 

perfectly sane but his statements are just insane. We could conclude that reason is not 

part of normality, but a very important characteristic for the IO. IO couldn’t be a Nazi 

because Nazi is not normal. This is a good thing to understand for two reasons: it 

explains why Carson’s example does not work, and more importantly, gives very good 

reason to include the “normal” characteristic for the IO.  There is more about normality 

in chapter 6.6. 

 

Yet the idea is interesting. Carson supposes here that a being (a person-like being) who 

is an IO is not an IO from the beginning. As I noted earlier, Firth doesn’t say anything 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e5P2n1UOMtA
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about moral training. Does the IO posses all his characteristics from the birth or does he 

acquire them by training? How does he become omniscient, omnipercipient, 

disinterested, dispassionate, and consistent and remain normal in other respects? Carson 

takes background and moral training to be the answer. 

 

Could we imagine an IO who would know everything, could imagine everything, would 

be disinterested and dispassionate, consistent, and normal – and would still approve of 

Nazism? Firth does not provide too much content for his analysis. Is the IO a tabula 

rasa, an empty superhuman who can be taught anything? Attitude is the key word here: 

One can have all the knowledge of the world, but that knowledge does not determine 

one’s attitude towards the world. I can imagine that it’s possible for the IO to be loving, 

hostile, anything in between, or indifferent. 

 

I already presented a counter-argument for the previous claim in chapter 3.2. As Nagel 

stated, reason is something universal, it is something we all share. Therefore, if the IO 

employs reason, his background or moral training would not matter, as by reason he 

would know what is right and what is wrong regardless of his background. 

 

Carson gives another possible getaway from this problem. He states: “Adopting Rawls’s 

notion of impartiality, we could say that an ideal observer must be ignorant of his own 

personal situation in life” (Carson 1984, 56)
5
. This would mean, among other things, 

that the IO is not aware of his ethnic group. Given this version of impartiality, the IOs 

would have a very strong self-interest, for example not to approve of genocide. With 

this interpretation the IOs are not disinterested. If we attributed disinterestedness for the 

IO (which we did in chapter 2.2.3), we wouldn’t need this impartiality characteristic. 

 

Carson’s version of the impartiality seems to bring out more problems: “sometimes 

hatred for others can be stronger than self-love […] It is entirely possible that a person 

could be so thoroughly indoctrinated in anti-semitic attitudes that he would view the 

extermination of Jews with favor, even if he thought that there was some possibility that 

he, himself, were Jewish” (Carson 1984, 56). Although Carson sounds like an armchair 

psychologist, there’s something convincing about this claim. After watching the UEFA 

European Football Championships in 2012 I have seen so much violence, I wonder why 

wouldn’t the IO be capable of it? In the Euro’s the fans of Poland and Russia clashed 

                                                           
5 See for example Rawls 1971, 136–142. 
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and numerous people were injured. Certainly hatred seems to exist. Maybe each side 

had their own hypothetical IO which agreed that their actions were right. 

 

I don’t see how the Firthian IO could be like this, though, as approving of the actions of 

the football fans surely requires both some passion and particular interest, and both of 

these are ruled out by the  characteristics of dispassionateness and disinterestedness. 

Carson seems to have misinterpreted these characteristics as he insists that there is a 

problem. 

 

Yet another solution could be the reference to “demand quality”. It was mentioned in 

chapter 2.1.5. It is something “which appears in the deliberative consciousness of the 

moral judge as an ostensible property of an envisaged act or goal” (Firth 1952, 327). 

This means that ethically significant situations include this demand quality and 

therefore cause a reaction in the IO observing them. I.e. the IO is dispassionate to all the 

other situations than the ones which include a demand quality. As Carson points out, 

this does rule out the hostility towards others, but does not rule out the possibility of 

what he calls “free-floating hostility”. Free-floating hostility is repressed anger that can 

be forwarded towards any possible object. We can imagine an IO who is angry and 

whose free-floating hostility just randomly chooses a victim. This is clear in the above 

football fans example. Probably the Polish and Russian football fans don’t actually hate 

each other but they haven’t found a way to vent their anger in some other way and it 

bursts out in the opportune moment. (Carson 1984, 176.) But does this really consider 

the IO or is this more in the field of psychology? I recognize the concept of the free-

floating hostility, but it is not really a philosophical concept – i.e. what could we say 

about it philosophically? 

 

6.2 Omniscience 

 

Carson treats the Firth’s IO’s characteristics of omniscience and omnipercipience 

together, but I will try to distinguish them here. It is not of such fundamental necessity, 

as their treatment together can be well argued for, as Taliaferro does: “If a being is 

omniscient, why not expect this knowledge to include all of what is identified as 

omnipercipience? I think the IOT defender can accept the latter point and take 

omnipercipience to be a gloss as to what is included within the scope of omniscience” 

(Taliaferro 1988, 126). Carson states that a view in moral conflicts is mistaken if it 
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could only be accepted by people who were ill-informed (or who fell short of being 

ideal observers in other ways) and points out that it is difficult to define what 

information is needed for the IO to be fully informed. There cannot be presuppositions 

on what information is relevant because that presupposition would be of normative 

character and then we would have the problem of circularity already mentioned earlier 

in chapter 4.2. (Carson 1984, 56–57.) 

 

Brandt suggested (chapter 4.2) that the IO has only to know all the facts that would 

make a difference to his ethical reaction. Firth answered that there is no one body of 

facts which makes a difference to the IO’s opinion. Firth stated: “The body of facts 

would vary with the false beliefs of the ideal observer” (Firth 1954, 417). Carson wants 

to make a modification to this. He suggests that “an ideal observer must know all of the 

facts about [situation] S that would make a difference in his reaction to it if he had no 

false beliefs” (Carson, 1984, 57). 

 

Firth suggested that the facts which are relevant would also depend on the IO’s true 

beliefs. In the end he came to the conclusion that the IO must be provided with 

omniscience of all non-ethical facts (Firth 1954, 418). But this is problem for Carson, 

for he wants the IO to be human, and a human cannot have complete omniscience. He 

wants to give a new definition: 

 

a fact x is relevant to a judgment about y if and only if either (1) knowing 

x would make a difference to an ideal observer’s reaction to y, or (2) x is a 

member of a group of facts G such that knowing G would make a 

difference in an ideal observer’s reactions to y, and there is no subset of G 

the knowledge of which would have exactly the same effect on his 

reaction to y. (Carson 1984, 58.) 

 

This proposal it still leaves the problem of how to know which facts are relevant to the 

IO. If Carson wants to hold on to the fact that the IO is a human being, then his proposal 

seems difficult to achieve. Humans are very prone to error, misjudgment, and as Carson 

himself pointed out, to misguided emotions such as free-floating hostility. As the IO is 

not a human being but merely normal in other respects, Firth’s original notion of 

omniscience seems more suitable. It leaves out all the hassle of which body of facts the 
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IO needs to be aware of and of which body of facts not etc. The IO simply knows all the 

non-ethical facts and that’s it. 

 

Another point that Carson advances is the following. People can have all kinds of bad 

experiences that distort their ability to objectively asses an ethical situation. Carson 

gives an example of a person who has constantly been lied to and who has suffered 

greatly because of it. Then he pictures a person who has suffered greatly because people 

have often refused to lie in order to protect her. The former person might endorse very 

strict guidelines against lying and the latter person might endorse very strict guidelines 

in favor of lying. The former person has vivid awareness of what bad consequences it 

can cause not to lie and the latter has vivid awareness of the bad consequences it can 

cause if people lie. The IO should of course have vivid awareness of both. (Carson 

1984, 60.) This is another example of human limitations, and it seems to speak in favor 

of the IO not being human, instead of being a human, as Carson is trying to suggest. 

 

Carson often seems to slip into the field of psychology. It seems Carson has 

misunderstood (or understood it differently than me) the concept of the IO quite 

radically, as he doesn’t seem to be able to grasp the idea that the IO is a thought 

experiment. 

 

6.3 Omnipercipience 

 

According to Carson, having full information requires a knowledge and vivid 

representation of the experiences of other people. This is Carson’s equivalent to Firth’s 

omnipercipience characteristic. Carson gives an example that in order to know all the 

implications involved when starting a war, it is not sufficient to know how many people 

will be killed but it needs to be know how it feels to be burned alive, blown to pieces, 

losing sexual organs, and so on. Carson seems to be going in other direction than that of 

trying to prove that his version of the IO ought to be human. He claims that the IO 

should be able to vividly represent in his mind all kinds of pains and sufferings. But 

how is the IO able to represent these things in his mind (given that he is a human 

being)? Carson does not claim that the IO should actually experience these horrible 

things, and of course it would be impossible for they are either lethal or otherwise 

extremely harmful. After experiencing them, the IO (if human) could not perform his 

duties as the IO anymore. For surely the IO needs to be mobile, in conscious state of 
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mind and not suffering of some mental illness caused by the horrors of the war? Carson 

states that “hardening one’s heart” constitutes a cognitive failing. (Carson 1984, 59.) 

 

Carson tries to identify what is needed in order to adequately represent another person’s 

experiences. He starts by “emotional infection”. It is “transference of feeling from one 

creature to another”. It is a reaction that typically happens in large crowds of people. In 

those situations individual is likely to take on the mood of those around him. This 

occurs with infants as well with adults and therefore requires no knowledge or 

understanding of the feelings of others. This point seems to speak in favor of the IO 

being a human being, for one might need to have some human qualities in order to 

experience this type of feeling. There is no reason, though, to think that the Firthian IO 

wouldn’t be capable of emotional infection as he is normal in addition to his other 

characteristics. Carson also points out that this sort of feeling can also occur in animals, 

which makes it less “species specific”. (Carson 1984, 61.) More discussion on the 

question of whether or not the IO needs to be species specific in chapter 6.6. 

 

Maybe more interesting type of feeling is sympathy According to Carson, sympathy 

does not require undergoing the experiences that the person we feel sympathy for is 

undergoing. According to Carson 

 

we can represent the experiences of others to our imagination in just the 

same way that we can imagine or picture sights and sounds and smells, 

etc. […] I can sympathize with another person who is having a headache 

without having a headache myself. Sympathy requires being moved 

emotionally by the other person’s feelings. (Carson 1984, 60–61.) 

 

Carson does not consider sympathy to be an essential feature of an IO. In his view 

 

The IOT purports to give us standards for determining when attitudes 

about such things as human suffering are appropriate or inappropriate. It 

cannot serve this function if we make having certain kinds of attitudes 

about the experiences of others part of the definition of what it is to be an 

ideal observer. (Carson 1984, 61.) 

 

So in Carson’s view sympathy is not a definitive IO characteristic.  
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Third possibility to adequately represent another person’s feelings that Carson offers is 

emotional identification. In emotional identification one goes through roughly the same 

feelings that the person she is identifying with. As Carson puts it: “Emotional 

identification can enable those who have reasonably good powers of imagination to 

undergo emotions that are very similar to those of the people with whom they are 

identifying”. Emotional identification requires us to imagine ourselves as having the 

same hopes and dreams as the ones we are identifying with. Feeling the same physical 

sensations as the one with whom we are identifying with is difficult, according to 

Carson. Ultimately our understanding of the feelings of others is rooted on our 

knowledge of our own experiences. (Carson 1984, 62–63.) 

 

This third possibility sounds most like a one which the IO could have. As emotional 

identification requires strong imagination, the IO would be able to perform it, as he is 

attributed with universal imagination  (chapter 2.2.2). 

 

Carson’s proposition is something along these lines. He claims one needs to undergo 

similar experiences oneself in order to adequately understand the nature of these 

experiences. Carson states: “I shall call the version of the IOT that requires that ideal 

observers directly undergo experiences of a kind similar to those that are involved in the 

moral issues upon which they reflect the ‘direct experience version’ of the IOT”. Carson 

stresses the importance of the choice between the direct experience and non-direct 

experience versions. In his opinion with the direct version it is more likely that all the 

IOs will have the same views and attitudes about same and similar acts. Thus the direct 

experience IOT version is able to support a stronger version of moral objectivism 

(which was one of the original aims for Firth, see chapter 2.1.3). “The direct experience 

version of the IOT implies that in order to represent another person’s experiences 

adequately an ideal observer must undergo a similar kind of experience at the time 

himself”, Carson states. He gives an example where the IO represents somebody’s pain. 

If the IO represents the pain by actually suffering it (or something very much similar to 

it), it is more likely that he will have negative attitude about pain than if he just had a 

negative attitude towards somebody else’s pain. (Carson 1984, 64.) 

 

I can imagine it myself: If I feel pain I most definitely have a negative attitude about it 

(as long as the pain is not of masochistic sort). This adds to the impartiality 
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characteristic in the way that I might feel happy about somebody else’s pain if that 

person was my most hated enemy. But should I be an IO, I wouldn’t have any enemies 

or friends as I would be dispassionate and disinterested.  Direct experience version of 

the IO seems applicable with the Firthian IO. 

 

This version has one rather dubious problem. Should the IOs be experiencing pain and 

other similar (often unpleasant) things, could they survive that? If we put the Carsonian 

direct experience IOs in a war, they would suffer a great deal. Carson offers two 

possible ways out of this. First, he claims “we could say that the correctness of moral 

judgments is determined by the attitudes that the ideal observer would have or the 

judgments he would make if he could adequately represent all the relevant facts”. This 

would of course take away the direct experience that Carson just wanted to attribute to 

the IO. Second, Carson states: “we could say that a (favorable or unfavorable) moral 

judgment about something is correct if and only if all ideal observers would have 

favorable or unfavorable attitudes about it if they represent the relevant facts as well as 

it is possible for them to do”. (Carson 1984, 65.) But this also takes away the direct 

experience characteristic, for in most cases it would not be possible for them to 

represent the relevant facts directly. 

 

I think the problem is, still, that Carson interprets the IOT in such a different manner 

than how I have interpreted it. If the IOT is a thought experiment, we don’t have to 

worry about the horrible experiences that the IOs are having as the IOs exist only in our 

imaginations. It is still important that we are adding more detailed characteristics for 

him and scrutinizing whether or not the ones already attributed work – the more detailed 

the IO is, the more we believe in him. This is how our imaginations work, and our 

imaginations are important as we use them to come up with this thought experiment. 

Good example of this is how actors prepare their roles: The preparation often starts with 

the life story of the character; the more detailed it is, the more believable it is and, more 

often than not, the actor also plays the part better when he knows more about the 

character. Other good point to note here is that even though Carson can be blamed to be 

employing psychological pondering instead of philosophy, it is not necessarily non-

philosophical or redundant, as we are dealing with thoughts all the time as the IOT is 

interpreted as a thought experiment and methodology.  
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Carson adds another question. He asks if the IO would be too squeamish in his 

reactions. He might be for he would have no escape from the most horrible things. He 

might not be able to approve of abortion or any acts of war, for example. But does this 

count as a failure for the theory? It might be the best argument for the immorality of 

abortion and war. (Carson 1984, 65–66.) We could have for help the superhuman 

characteristics that Hare attributed for his version of the IO, the archangel. If we 

combine Firth, Hare, and Carson, the new IO would have the direct experiences and yet 

he would not have problem sustaining them. Then, of course, we would have to get rid 

of the human characteristic of the IO, which I don’t see as a problem, but Carson does. 

Carson seems to have arrived at impasse in the question between being a human and 

being omnipercipient. Best way to solve this impasse is to simply state that the IO is a 

thought experiment and needs to be normal only in other respects, not in regard to his 

superhuman powers. 

 

6.4 Disinterestedness and Dispassionateness 

 

Carson treats disinterestedness and dispassionateness in a way that the same criticism 

suits for both of them. Taliaferro also does so, but he clarifies his view by stating that 

being disinterested and dispassionate results in a view characterized by impartiality: 

“Firth’s two conditions of being disinterested and dispassionate may be treated together. 

The notion behind both is that a person occupying the ideal moral point of view would 

not make her moral judgments rest upon particularized interests and passions […] The 

moral point of view is thus characterized by an impartiality” (Taliaferro 1988, 126.) 

 

I bring Taliaferro in here to have more coherent view of disinterestedness and 

dispassionateness together. I find his explanation of putting disinterestedness and 

dispassionateness together reasonable. As he is a commentator for Carson, that makes 

him a commentator of Firth, too. 

 

Firth claimed impartiality (to use Taliaferro’s word) to be essential for the IO for he 

cannot have any intrinsic desires for states of affairs that involve essential reference to 

particular things, i.e. the IOT must be objectivist. Firth put it this way: “Speaking first 

about statements, we may say that any statement is relative if its meaning cannot be 

expressed without using a word or other expression which is egocentric. And egocentric 

expressions may be described as expressions of which the meaning varies 
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systematically with the speaker” (Firth 1952, 318). The IO cannot desire particular 

being’s happiness unless his desire is dependent on the happiness of all creatures or a 

desire for some other state of affairs which involves no reference to particular things. 

 

Carson raises a critique against Firth’s claim of impartiality. “Since we take an impartial 

perspective to be necessary for a rational inquiry into the question ‘is x right’ or ‘is x 

good’, the meaning of ‘x is right’ and ‘x is good’ must, in some way, be analyzed in 

terms of impartiality”. Carson claims that even if this assumption is granted the 

conclusion of impartiality, disinterestedness or dispassionateness does not follow. His 

argument is the following. If we take a procedure p to be reliable for determining if 

something is t, it does not entail that the ultimate analysis of t must include some 

reference to p. p can simply be taken to be a reliable procedure for determining some 

further characteristic, x, in terms which t is to be defined. (Carson 1984, 77.) 

 

Taliaferro answers to this. He agrees that 

 

[I]f p is a reliable procedure to determine some truth, t, it does not follow 

that p must enter into an analysis of t. We can imagine science fiction 

cases in which palm reading is a reliable means by which to discover 

truths about the origin of our solar system, but we could not wish to 

analyze truths about the latter in terms of oracular pronouncements based 

upon examining hands. (Taliaferro, 1988, 128.) 

 

But this is not the case of including impartiality in the analysis of what is right, 

Taliaferro claims: “The rationale for including impartiality in the analysis of what it is 

to be right is, I think, as strong as the case for assuming the moral point of view 

includes omniscience of the nonethical”. Taliaferro tries to give a counter-example: 

 

The claim that being well informed merely contributes to getting the right 

answer
6
 as to what is morally right would, on a Firthian or Carson reading, 

be like assuming having true beliefs which are justified and justified by 

some process which is reliable (Gettier-immune) has nothing to do with 

the analysis of knowledge but only identifies a procedure by which to 

achieve knowledge. I believe that whatever rationale Carson marshals on 

                                                           
6
 It ought to also be noted that often many answers can be right, not just one. 
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behalf of including being fully informed of the nonempirical applies with 

equal force on behalf of being impartial. (Taliaferro 1988, 128–129.) 

 

Carson’s argument does not give any sufficient reason to get rid of the impartiality 

characteristic. With the same argument we could also get rid of the omniscience 

characteristic, and that we (including Carson) don’t want to do. 

 

Carson insists that being partial is not wrong. His example is the following. Let us 

suppose that act A is morally wrong in Firth’s sense, i.e. that the IO would have a 

negative attitude about it. Then we have S who is fully informed but does not view A 

impartially and does not have a negative attitude about it, therefore claiming it morally 

permissible. Carson adds that it is easier to conceive this example if we suppose that A 

is S successfully embezzling money from a bank. If Firth is correct, then S has wrong 

attitude. Carson claims that this does not prove that S is incorrect in his attitude. I.e. 

Carson is saying that it is not wrong for someone to be partial or to have desires that 

involve essential references. Partiality is not wrong and Carson sees no reason to 

suppose that it would be. “The fact that an attitude would not be held by anyone who 

was fully informed and impartial does not (by itself) show that the attitude in question 

is, in any sense, mistaken or incorrect”. (Carson 1984, 78.) 

 

Taliaferro answers that “I am subject to legitimate moral criticism if my judgments rest 

principally on narrow, particularized self-interest, ignoring altogether the claims of 

others even when their case matches mine in every detail but one, namely it is their 

claim, not mine” (Taliaferro 1988, 126). But this is not what Carson was saying. He 

was, in my opinion, not saying that the IO must be totally impartial, but just suggesting 

that some partiality is not a bad thing. Nevertheless, it is definitely better for the IO to 

be completely impartial than completely partial. Also, it will get difficult to define the 

IO if we have some partiality allowed for him, but it is hard to tell how much partiality 

he can have. 

 

Taliaferro wants to defend the case where the IO himself is impartial, but the people he 

is observing are not: “The IOT need not deny particularized obligations such as the duty 

of Rob and Ann to their daughter Jessica. The IOT does not entail an IO would 

disapprove of the relevant behavior”. (Taliaferro 1988, 126.) Even though the IO 

himself is impartial he can recognize that people are not. As the IO is observer for the 
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humans (as we humans are imagining him) he needs to take into consideration all kinds 

of human factors, including that humans often are partial. The IO is capable of this as 

we attributed him with the direct experience capabilities in the last chapter, which was 

an addition to the omnipercipience characteristic of the Firthian IO. 

 

Taliaferro seems to be on the same lines: “An impartial IO may well approve of persons 

having some preferential self-interest.” He gives another example referring to God: 

“Perhaps we can even imagine a being like the God of Christian theism who forms all 

the right moral judgments with respect to his creatures because they are his, God’s 

judgments involving essential reference to a particular thing, namely himself.” I find 

these references to God problematic as then we must suppose some God to exist. But 

maybe we don’t need to suppose a God to exist in order to have thought experiments. 

This is the same thing that we are doing with the IO, why couldn’t we do it with God? 

Taliaferro suggests should we have an IO that meets Firthian standards, then he would 

approve of all God’s judgments. (Taliaferro 1988, 127.) 

 

Taliaferro has a totally different reading of Carson’s example of embezzlement than 

Carson himself does. As I would also be inclined to think, S’s favorable attitude towards 

embezzlement is wrong. It is hard to see it not being wrong. S’s attitude seems to be 

mistaken exactly because it would not be held by anyone who was fully informed and 

impartial. (Taliaferro 1988, 127.) Impartiality seems to be equally important 

characteristic as omniscience. 

 

6.5 Consistency 

 

Carson claims that the IOs could be inconsistent with each other. This comes clear from 

his previous criticisms. But this inconsistency happens only if we suppose that Carson’s 

humanlike deficiencies are true. If we take away the human characteristic and hold 

following Firth that the IO is normal in other respects, then we can easily construct a 

group of IOs that are consistent with each other. Taliaferro adds: “Contra Carson, I do 

not think distinct IOs would be inconsistent with each other, nor can I think of any 

reason for thinking an IO that satisfies Firth’s other conditions would contradict herself” 

(Taliaferro 1988, 129). As Firth himself pointed out, consistency is a derivative 

characteristic, therefore noting it is superfluous, although it definitely is important for 

an IO. I can also point out to reason, which was discussed in chapter 3.2. Reason, as 
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Nagel defines it, is something universal and therefore would make everyone employing 

it consistent with each other. As the IOs employ reason, they are, by definition, 

consistent with each other. 

 

6.6 Normal Human Being 

 

Carson is very troubled with the human qualifier of the IO: “The trouble with this is that 

the ideal observer’s omniscience is incompatible with his humanity” (Carson 1984, 57). 

Human beings are not capable of knowing everything. I have to note again that Carson 

seems to have interpreted Firth wrong as Firth does not claim that the IO is a human 

being, merely that he is normal in other respects, as mentioned numerous times. It 

seems that the big problem with the IO being a human is not so much a problem at all if 

we keep in mind that the IO does not need to be human. He is just normal in other 

respects. 

 

Nevertheless, Carson claims that the IO must be human being. He holds that for any 

moral view or attitude one can always imagine a creature with the IO’s characteristics 

who could hold the view. Therefore, Carson claims, the IO must be human and he holds 

the attitudes of human beings. In Carson’s view the moral judgments that the IO makes 

are not correct in the strong sense as empirical judgments are. The fact that the earth is 

round is same for all possible rational beings. Carson imagines a Martian IO, who 

would have all the same characteristics as a human IO, the only difference being that he 

was a Martian. Carson supposes that the Martian IO’s views differed from all the views 

that the human IO had. We would have no reason to hold human IO’s opinions to be 

any better than the Martian’s, “Rather we must conclude that the views or attitudes of 

the Martian ideal observers are correct for the Martians and that the views or attitudes of 

human ideal observers are true for us”. (Carson 1984, 76.) 

 

It is clear that Carson’s theory differs greatly from Firth’s in this point. Firth’s theory 

aims at total objectivity of moral statements. Carson takes it down a notch and only 

claims that the human IO’s opinions are correct for humans and the Martian IO’s 

opinions for Martians. (Carson 1984, 76.) I think a better way to solve this issue is to 

state that the IO needs not be of any specific species. I think that the IO nevertheless 

requires some superhuman characteristics, so it is quite pointless to try to make him a 

human being. Reason is universal, it doesn’t matter which species is employing it. 
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Taliaferro considers the possibility that the IO is omniscient and a human being. He 

suggests that God could create a human who knew truth value of all propositions. But 

this sounds unnecessary, for this would require the existence of a God (and if we 

suppose that God existed, then we could easily suppose that He were the IO also). 

Taliaferro proposes an argument that a being (a human being) with a finite brain could 

not grasp infinite information, or if it could, it would not be counted among ordinary 

humans anymore. Taliaferro comes to the same conclusion I have been advocating:”The 

important point with respect to understanding our moral judgments is that the Firthian 

IOT contends that they are correct if they would be approved of by an IO, never mind 

whether the IO be human or not”. I.e. Taliaferro does not think that the IOT needs to be 

“species specific”. (Taliaferro 1988, 125.) He adds: 

 

I believe the human qualifier is designed to insist that the IO’s judgments 

are solely a function of the above conditions he specifies. Thus, the 

observer’s approval and disapproval are grounded upon his omniscience, 

omnipercipience, and impartiality qua dispassionateness and 

disinterestedness. It is not prompted by, say, some neurological wiring 

behaving amiss or by some brain tumor causing him to approve of the 

very thing he would otherwise disapprove of. (Taliaferro 1988, 129.) 

 

Firth didn’t require the IO to be a human being, but he did give him the characteristic of 

being normal in other respects. Nancy Rankin comes to a conclusion concerning that the 

IO is normal (as quoted already in chapter 2.2.6): “By normal, Firth simply means this 

individual cannot be suffering from a brain tumor or psychological disorder that may 

skew his or her judgment on ethical matters (Rankin 2010, 56). Although this is not a 

full definition of normal, it suits our purposes well here. The IO is not (necessarily) 

human, but he is normal. Carson, too, suggests that the IO must not have any mental 

illnesses. Carson mentions in an endnote that Firth himself told him in a private 

conversation that what he meant by normal was something “common or ordinary in 

some statistical sense”. (Carson 1984, 80.) This definition is similar with what 

Taliaferro and Rankin stated. We don’t need to get deeper into the concept of normality, 

as it will quickly get vague and fuzzy, as often normal is defined in normative sense, for 

example not so long ago homosexuality was considered not normal, therefore it was 

illegal and punishable. 
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6.7 Conclusions 

 

Taliaferro summarizes the clash between Firth and Carson: “the Firthian IOT emerging 

from the above discussion is that an act is morally right if and only if it would be 

approved of by a being in virtue of his omniscience of the nonethical, omnipercipience, 

and his approval is not prompted by particular interests and passions” (Taliaferro 1988, 

129). Carson criticized Firth’s theory in numerous ways. I found all his criticisms 

refutable, but he did make one addition to the theory: Carson called his version of the 

IO “direct experience IO”. This IO experiences the things that are happening to the 

people. As these things themselves are not of moral character, they are of the right 

epistemological kind, namely they are non-ethical facts, of which the IO ought to have 

“vivid awareness” of (Brandt 1955, 410; Firth 1955, 417). 

 

We now have interpreted the Firth’s IOT as a thought experiment to reach better moral 

decisions. Some alterations and additions to Firth’s original theory have been made, but 

the core is still the same. In order for this thesis to be complete, I am going to present 

another kind of theory, ideal moral reaction theory. It will try to offer an alternative for 

the IOT. 

 

 

7 Ideal Moral Reaction Theory 

 

7.1 Jonathan Harrison’s Theory and Critique of Firth 

 

Jonathan Harrison offers a competing version of the IOT. He is mostly worried about 

the impossibility of there being a being fitting the description of the IO. “Unless there is 

a God, and He is an Ideal Observer in Professor Firth’s sense, it is quite certain that 

nothing answers to the description of an ideal observer which Professor Firth has given” 

(Harrison 1956, 256). Harrison seems to have the same problem that Carson had – he is 

interpreting the IOT in a way which is not fruitful. It is clear that nothing we know 

answers to the description of the IO, but it is a thought experiment, and henceforth it 

does not need to exist. 
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Firth also stated that the IO does not need to exist (chapter 2.1.2). Harrison claims that 

this solution is not preferable, as it brings forth another problem, the problem of 

universal propositions about non-existent classes (or null classes). Harrison explains it 

in following way: 

 

on Professor Firth's theory, either ethical statements are universal 

propositions of this kind, or their truth implies the truth of such 

propositions. Either 'X is right' means 'All ideal observers approve of X,' 

which is a universal proposition about a null class, or 'X is right' means 

[…] [‘]If A is an ideal observer, he will approve of X,' which can only be 

known to be true if in fact all ideal observers do approve of X, just as we 

can know that if A did not have an operation, he would have died, only if 

we know that all people who have A's disease, and are not operated upon, 

die. (Harrison 1956, 256.) 

 

Harrison tries to say that “the IO approves of x” doesn’t mean anything if there are no 

IOs. Firth mentioned this in his original formulation. He made the distinction that 

absolutist dispositional analysis construes ethical statements in one of the following 

three ways: 

 

(1) as assertions about the dispositions of all actual (past, present, and 

future) beings of a certain kind; (2) as assertions about the dispositions of 

all possible beings of a certain kind (of which there might in fact exist 

only one or none at all), or (3) as assertions about the dispositions of a 

majority (or other fraction) of a number of beings (actual of possible) of a 

certain kind. (Firth 1952, 320.) 

 

Firth stated he wants to focus only on plank number two. Therefore the analysis deals 

with disposition of all possible beings. As possible beings are not non-existent, the 

problem of null classes should not emerge. Therefore Harrison’s critique seems to miss 

the target. 

 

Harrison explains this further. The second statement from the passage above (not the 

one by Firth but the one by Harrison) can be formulated in the following way: “x is an 

ideal observer materially implies x approves of A”, i.e. “x is an ideal observer -> x 
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approves of A”. If x is a null class, then “x is an ideal observer” is false for all values of 

x. Then “x is an ideal observer materially implies x approves of A” would always be 

true. So we could make any kind of ethical statement and it would always be true. 

(Harrison 1956, 257.) This problem cannot be avoided by simply claiming that no IO 

actually needs to exist, as Firth did, for that is one main source of the problem. We 

could ask, whether or not the material implication is so important here. 

 

The main problem with thinking of “approval” is that it can be interpreted in a way that 

everything that A approves of is right, without any other justification needed. But this 

shouldn’t be a problem if A is the IO as we have spent quite a lot of time in giving 

precise definitions to his characteristics – if the approves of A, then A is morally right, 

as the IO’s dispositions are the moral facts. 

 

Harrison admits that the problem can be “solved by a more satisfactory analysis of 

universal propositions”. Therefore he offers ideal moral reactions as an alternative. His 

definition of them is the following: “’A is right’ means ‘The ideal reaction to A would 

be one of approval,’ or ‘All ideal reactions to A consist in approving of A.’” Instead of 

defining ideal moral reaction as something that the IO would have, ideal moral reaction 

can simply be defined “as one which is disinterested, dispassionate, etc.” There is no 

need for the person, who has the ideal reaction to A, to be ideal on every occasion she 

experiences a moral reaction. “Hence observers who are far from ideal may have ideal 

moral reactions”, as Harrison claims. Therefore the non-existence of the IOs would not 

affect the existence of ideal moral reactions and statements about “all ideal reactions” 

wouldn’t need to be statements about null classes. (Harrison 1956, 257.) 

 

Of course, there is still a chance that there are no ideal reactions, in which case the null 

class -problem would re-emerge. This frames the ideal moral reaction theory in rather 

dubious light: It offers a solution to a problem which has the same problem which it was 

meant to solve. 

 

Harrison thinks there is another upside in his version: “But at least the suggestion I have 

made transfers ethical statements from the sphere of universal statements about unicorns 

to that of universal statements about men” (Harrison 1956, 258). Harrison seems to 

think that the IO is something similar to a unicorn. Why does he say this? Only reason I 

can think of is that Harrison sees the IO as a similar fantasy creature as a unicorn is. In a 
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way, Harrison is right, because both the unicorn and the IO are fictional characters. But 

there is a difference, and difference is the purpose of the character. As the IO is a 

thought experiment, the purpose of it is to help us to make better moral decision. The 

purpose of the unicorn, on the other hand, is (I assume) merely to amuse and entertain 

us. 

 

Moreover, the IOT should not be confused with “moral tales” or fables either. We all 

know these stories, in which either hidden or explicit moral message is included. Moral 

tales were most popular during the Enlightenment as they were promoted by such 

philosophers as John Locke and Jean-Jaqcues Rousseau (Butts 2006, 93). Surely, moral 

tales can be found anywhere, according to the interpreter, for example in such diverse 

locations as in William Shakespeare’s or Jane Austen’s writings – just think of any 

moral teaching one could imagine. We could easily find or imagine a moral tale with 

unicorns, for example. But the IOT is not a moral tale, as it gives us a possible 

definition on how to arrive at better moral decision, not what these decisions are. This is 

naturally so because the IOT deals with meta-ethics and therefore the story it tells is a 

“meta-moral tale”, so to speak. 

 

This also brings us back to chapters 3.1 and 4.2 where the relation between fiction and 

ethics was discussed. As Michael Smith noted: “[W]e can ask whether morality is 

nothing more than a useful fiction. If so, what is the use of the fiction?” (Smith 2007, 5) 

(already quoted in chapter 4.2). Now we can answer Smith’s question: use of the fiction 

is the meta-moral tale – i.e. the fiction helps us to make better moral decisions. It should 

be noted, that I am not trying to give a final answer the question I left open in chapter 

3.1, namely the question of moral realism. What I am trying to say, is that whether or 

not moral realism is true, the IOT works nevertheless. 

 

Harrison seems to have problems understanding the concept of the IOT properly (or he 

has different interpretation of it than me). The IOT does not deal with the “universal 

statements about unicorns”, but it is an ethical tool designed to help solving ethical 

difficulties. 

 

Nevertheless, let’s take a closer look at Harrison’s theory. Harrison gives an explicit 

definition of an ideal moral reaction (IMR from now on): 
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(a) It would not be altered by any increase in knowledge or true opinion by 

the observer whose reaction it is, whether this increase in knowledge or 

true opinion takes the form of the addition of any one piece of 

information, or any possible combination of pieces of information. 

(b) To make sure that the class of ideal reactions is not null, I cannot say 

that the observer who has the reaction has no false beliefs. Instead 

I shall stipulate that he has no false beliefs which would be such that the 

removal of any, either severally, or in any combination, alters his reaction. 

Again, since I have not found it necessary to attribute the absence of false 

beliefs to the observer possessing the reaction, I must add two further 

requirements. 

(c) The fact that an additional true belief, or combination of true beliefs, 

does not alter the reaction must not be due to any false beliefs, or 

combination of false beliefs, of the observer possessing the reaction. 

(d) The fact that the removal of any false beliefs, or combination of false 

beliefs, does not affect the reaction must not be due to the absence of any 

true beliefs, or combination of true beliefs. (Harrison 1956, 258.) 

 

As we can see, Harrison sides with Brandt concerning the controversy that Brandt and 

Firth had about the necessity of including the absence of false beliefs to the IO (see 

chapter 4.2). Harrison makes some further comments concerning his version of the 

theory (IMRT) contrasted with the original one (IOT). He says consistency is not 

needed, for however similar actions are there is always something dissimilar in them, 

and this dissimilarity is defined by the difference in the IMR: “[I]f all ideal reactions to 

A are ones of approval, and all ideal reactions to B ones of disapproval, this entails that 

at least one of the respects in which A differs from B is a morally relevant respect”. 

(Harrison 1956, 258–259.) It is hard to say whether or not there have even been any two 

acts with would be similar in morally relevant respects. I am, nevertheless, inclined to 

disagree with Harrison, as whether or not there are or have been any two morally similar 

acts, the consistency characteristic is not redundant, as there is a possibility that there 

could be similar acts, and then the consistency characteristic would be needed. I.e. the 

cost of including the consistency characteristic is smaller than not including it. 

 

Harrison also disregards with Firth’s original characteristic of omnipercipiency in a 

rather obscure way: 
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With regard to Professor Firth's requirement of omnipercipience 

(which in any case I do not like), I can simply say that a moral reaction is 

only ideal if it would not be altered by the person whose reaction it is 

himself perceiving, instead of not perceiving, or not perceiving, instead of 

perceiving, the action in question, or any circumstances concerning it” 

(Harrison 1956, 259). 

 

If I’m reading this correctly Harrison means that perceiving the action in question 

would not change the IMR that the person has of that action. But how could one have 

any IMR of the action without perceiving the action? Harrison’s statement seems 

strange and redundant and doesn’t really seem convincing enough to get rid of the 

omnipercipiency characteristic of the IO (or in this case the person having the IMR). 

 

I think the answer lays here: We have to remember that Harrison is trying to change the 

theory in a fundamental sense. Let us state this once again: the IO does not need to 

exist. Harrison’s goal is to make us all to be potential IOs. Is this impossible? No, but 

Harrison seems to approach the problem from the wrong direction. Let us remember 

what Hare said. Hare claimed that we can almost become like archangels in our actions 

if we have good enough prima facie principles – but this does not mean we can think 

like archangels (chapter 5.2). I.e. we don’t need to think like the IO all the time in order 

to reach good moral decisions; it is enough to rely on prima facie moral principles most 

of the time and employ critical thinking (i.e. the IO) when two or more principles 

collide. 

 

Harrison doesn’t seem to agree with this interpretation. Even if we cannot be IOs, it 

doesn’t mean the theory doesn’t work. Meta-ethical theory is not a theory similar to for 

example theory of gravity: The latter we can always test and employ the correspondence 

theory of true statements and find out if the theory holds or not. With meta-ethical 

theory it is not so. There is no correspondence with which to test our theory. Therefore 

it is a theory of reason, not of practicality. And therefore trying to make the IOT more 

approachable is a quest in vain: it would turn the theory from meta-ethics into 

something else. 
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Harrison points to this problem and mentions the verifiability of ethical statements. He 

suggests that it is impossible to verify ethical statements by observing the reactions of 

the IOs, for either there are no such reactions (in the case when there are no IOs), or we 

would have to have a real observer whose reactions we could observe. This brings us 

back to Firth claiming that the IOT is empirical (Chapter 2.1.5). Firth claimed that the 

IOT is empirical because it is epistemologically dualist: There are ethical statements and 

then there are experiences which confirm these ethical statements. As Harrison puts it: 

“Statements about the reactions of actual observers would, presumably, be verified by 

observing the ideal reactions of actual observers” (Harrison 1956, 259). That’s how 

Firths also seems to hold it to be, with his claim of epistemological dualism, as stated 

above. 

 

Harrison reminds us of Hume, who suggested that ethical statements (should there be 

any) are verified by looking within our “own breast” and discovering there our reaction 

to the action we are morally judging: “You never can find it, till you turn your reflexion 

into your own breast, and find a sentiment of disapprobation which arises in you, 

towards this action” (Hume 2000, 468). Harrison’s claim seems to be quite Humean: 

“To pronounce upon the rightness of an action we have to produce an ideal reaction in 

ourselves, and assume that, the psychological laws governing our reactions being what 

they are, all other ideal reactions will be similar” (Harrison 1956, 259). As we can see, 

here the “self” takes the role of the IO. 

 

But how is this actually different from the IOT? If the IO is a though experiment, then 

surely employing the IOT also means looking within ourselves, as no actual IO is 

needed to exist. 

 

Harrison is afraid that a being which has no passions (Firth’s characteristic of 

dispassionateness, chapter 2.2.4) will not have ethical reactions. Harrison claims that 

Adam Smith would have agreed with him. Smith has the theory of impartial spectator. 

(Harrison 1956, 260.) We don’t need to go deep into that, but a very short glimpse is 

reasonable, as Harrison mentions Smith as his “team member”, but gives no references. 

 

“Impartial spectator is derived from sympathy”, as Manfred Holler and Martin Leroch 

state in their article “Impartial Spectator and Moral Community”, p. 3. Smith puts it in 

the following way in his Theory of Moral sentiments: 
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We either approve or disapprove of the conduct of another man according 

as we feel that, when we bring his case home to ourselves, we either can 

or cannot entirely sympathize with the sentiments and motives which 

directed it. And, in the same manner, we either approve or disapprove of 

our own conduct, according as we feel that, when we place ourselves in 

the situation of another man, and view it, as it were, with his eyes and 

from his station, we either can or cannot entirely enter into and sympathize 

with the sentiments and motives which influenced it. (Smith 2002, III.2.) 

 

What Smith says here seems to be in order with what Harrison claims, i.e. that Smith 

does take sympathy to be a key element in judging human conduct. Interestingly, both 

others and I are observed from the outside. There is never a constant agent as there is 

always one case when I cannot judge from myself – the case when I am acting. The IO 

never acts, he only observers, therefore he can observe every situation, even if this 

Smithian addition was considered a part of the theory. 

 

So if the IO is allowed to have passions, we are faced with another problem: Which of 

these passions may affect his moral reactions and which not? It is hard to find out which 

passions to exclude. For if we try to observe which passions affect our moral reactions 

for the worse then we would have to know first what the ideal reaction is and then again 

in order to know that we would have to know which passions to exclude. We are faced 

with the problem of circularity again. To solve this problem Harrison offers a rather 

ambiguous solution: 

 

If we are to discover which passions to allow and which to disallow, we 

must do it simply by reflecting on the meaning of the word 'ideal,' which 

means reflecting on the meaning of the word 'right'. Whether we can tell 

which passions to exclude from affecting our moral reactions simply by 

reflecting on the meaning of the word 'right' I should not like to say. On 

the face of it, it seems implausible.  

 

He first offers a solution and then refutes it himself. Passions seem to provide us with 

many difficulties. It seems reasonable that the IO was given the characteristic of 

dispassionateness. 
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7.2 Conclusions 

 

Harrison’s proposition to replace the IOT with the IMRT falls into one pit hole: the IO 

needs not to exist. As Harrison clings to the claim that the IO should actually exist, he 

misses the whole point: the IOT is a thought experiment. The IMRT would switch the 

focus of the theory too much. 

 

 

 

8 Final Conclusions 

 

The main argument advanced in this work is that the IOT is best interpreted as a thought 

experiment. It is a methodology to achieve better moral decisions. The IO is something 

we can (possibly) never perceive in real life, but we can perceive him in our thoughts. 

Firth gave the IO characteristics of omniscience, omnipercipience, disinterestedness, 

dispassionateness, consistent, and normality in other respects. It is important to note, 

that some of the critiques aimed towards the IOT missed because they failed to 

understand that the IO is not a human being, but normal in other respects. Being normal 

in other respects does not delete the other characteristics which very effectively make 

the IO a superhuman being. 

 

I found an interesting version of the IO in a field called “psychophysics”. Wilson S. 

Geisler describes the IOT in the following way: 

 

An ideal observer is a theoretical device that carries out its task with 

optimal efficiency. Therefore, its performance is a precise measure of the 

information available to perform the task. We have created a program that 

computes the accuracy, in visual discrimination tasks, of an ideal observer 

operating at the level of photon absorptions in the human photoreceptors. 

Comparison of ideal-observer performance and human performance in the 

same vision experiments reveals that many perceptual phenomena 

previously attributed to neural mechanisms may, in fact, be attributable to 

variations in the information content of the stimuli at the receptors. 

(Geisler 1989, 1.) 
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The analogy to the IO used in psychophysics may help us understand the nature of the 

IO in ethics. The IO in psychophysics carries out tasks with optimal efficiency. So does 

the IO in ethics. And neither one of these IOs could be considered a human being, for 

the very reason that they are constructed in the way that they could be compared to 

human beings. The data we receive from these “theoretical devices” is if not useless, at 

least of a much lesser value unless it is compared to human counterparts. Humans are 

not IOs. But using a theoretical device, such as the IO, may help us to understand better 

how humans work. 

 

Is there a difference between analyzing data of photon absorptions in the human 

photoreceptors and moral data? Is moral data something distinctively human, in some 

deeper sense than “human photoreceptors”? Does ethics define us as human beings? I 

think we could alter our sight and still remain human. But would altering the way we 

react to ethical situations change us in more fundamental sense? I am not sure and I 

leave this question open here. 

 

Let’s look how we altered the IOT from Firth’s original formulation. I added that the IO 

employs what I call high level intuitionism in chapter 3.1 and reason in chapter 3.2. 

This is very significant because it seems reason is a must for the IO and high level 

intuitionism seems to follow from rigorous employment of reason. From Brandt’s and 

Firth’s discussion I concluded that the IO needs to know all the facts to insure that no 

relevant facts are missed (or relevant non-facts assumed) and that the IO is a person but 

not necessarily human (chapter 4.2); that theory is best kept absolutist (chapter 4.1); that 

consistency is needed and that it serves as a test of the IO’s status (chapter 4.3); and that 

we have to keep in mind that the IO, in addition to his “superhuman characteristics”, is 

normal person, that is, he is feels what humans feels and is therefore capable of 

emotional responses (chapter 4.4). 

 

Then I added, following Hare, the level of critical thinking for the IO in chapter 5.3 and 

concluded that we could call him the archio (albeit I didn’t start consistently using this 

term). The IO thinks only in critical level, i.e. has highly developed reasoning skills. 

From Thomas Carson I got the idea of a direct experience IO (in chapter 6.3). I also 

learned that the thought experiment interpretation of the IOT is a lot more manageable 

than considering the IO to actually exist. Pondering on Carson’s critiques I also came to 

the conclusion that reason is very important concept for the IOT, as it is universal 
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(following Nagel’s definition) and therefore provides the IOT with the objectivism it 

wants to achieve (chapter 6.6). In chapter 7 I investigated the idea of switching from the 

IOT into the IMRT, but found the IOT better. Harrison’s IMRT is unable solve the 

IOT’s problems but brings forth new ones, therefore the IOT is preferable. 

 

A few more words on the idea of intuitionism. I created a concept of high level 

intuitionism and stated that the IO needs to employ it when arriving at his dispositions 

(chapter 3.1). On the other hand, I tried to formulate a claim that the IO arrives at this 

ethically significant reactions by employing reason. As reasoning process can fail (as 

Nagel stated), so can the IO. This only makes sense, as the IO is a product of our 

thoughts – and products or our thoughts are prone to error (as we as creatures are prone 

to error). Reason, even though it is fallible, is still the only tool we have at reaching 

better decision both in theory and in practice. Therefore the concoction would be that 

high level intuitionism in fact is a product of rigorous reasoning process and the 

reasoning process is repeated time after time, ad infinitum, as final certainty might 

never be reached. To justify the acts of oneself ethically, one must employ the reasoning 

process time after time, even though in most situations prima facie ethical principles (as 

described by Hare in chapter 5.1) are sufficient. Therefore it makes sense to attribute 

reason to the IO. Ultimately the IO would be, most of all, a reasonable being to the max 

(Chapter 3.2) and wouldn’t need principles as he would be thinking only in critical 

level. 

 

With all the modifications the IOT helps us in reaching better moral decisions. Every 

person is an IO, in the sense that everyone can be able to reach good moral decisions. 

But this doesn’t happen automatically, as moral intuition is not easy, as it is high level 

intuitionism. And as high level intuitionism requires continuous and rigorous 

employment on reason, it only makes sense it is not easy. All the experts in their fields 

have spent countless hours learning their profession. As morals are, at least for now, 

considered in our society something which is not a profession (i.e. one doesn’t get paid 

by being a good moral agent – at least not directly), the ultimate question is: How to 

motivate agents to be ethical? This is not a question of meta-ethics anymore, but this is 

the question that is begging to be answered, after the research on meta-ethics has 

reached its temporary conclusion. As Glen O. Allen stated (already quoted in chapter 

3.3): 
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[The IOT] is not a full-blown ethical theory comprehending and 

systematizing a body of moral knowledge which purports to tell what 

ought to be done on all occasions. Rather, it is part of a methodology the 

function of which is to assist us in making right choices. (Allen 1970, 

548.) 

 

 

The IOT is a methodology for reaching better ethical decisions. The theory doesn’t tell 

us what these decisions are; we must find out and make them by ourselves.
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