


t o  observe how he uses the word  i n  practice: t o  observe t o  which 
people he ascribes happiness and t o  which he does not, t o  observe 
and l i s t  t he  actions which he deems condusive t o  happinecs and 
unhappiness, i n  short, t o  t r y  t o  f ind ou t  what the conditions o f  
happiness are according t o  him. T o  use a metaphor which ha l  
become part  o f  the profcssional jargon i n  philosophy, general ethi- 
ca1 norms have got an "open texture". In this rec?ect, ethical 
norms are i n  the  same position as legal norms. And just as a future 
lawyer does not  only study the general rules i n  the  law-books but  
also how the general rules have been interpreted i n  particular 
cases, so the student o f  an ethical system has t o  study both t he  
general norms o f  the  system and how the  general norms are app- 
l ied i n  practice t o  particular situati0n.s This i s ,  I thinlc, an impor -  
tant  point  about the study o f  ethics which i s  wo r t h  some emphasis, 
especially since philosoph;.rs have sometimes defended the  oppo- 
site view. It has been argued that it i s  the philojo?hei*'s job t o  
formulate the general rules, and that the  application of the  rules 
can be safely le f t  t o  "the specialists", and "the specialists" have 
been said t o  be those people whose detailsd knowledge about 
means-end relationships enable them t o  apply the rule; i n  t h e  
wisest way. The t rouble  w i t h  this view i s  that  it presupposes tha t  
the ends have always been f ixed i n  advance and that t h r  choice o f  
means i s  ethically unimportant, o r  at least o f  so l i t t i e  importance 
that it can safely be le f t  t o  the specialists. 

But these t w o  presuppositions do  no t  seem t o  me t o  be t rue.  W e  
11 .  often formulate our  aims very loosely ("peace", "freedom", jus- 

tice", "happiness", etc.) so that  the implementation of  the  aims 
wil l ,  i n  fact, amount t o  specificaeion o f  the  aims. And t o  specify 
the aims i s  t o  elaborate the ethics rather than t o  make use o f  one's 
specialist, professional knowledge. 

Similarly, a man's specialist knowledge about means-end rela- 
tionships does not  make h im a specialist on the ethical aspects o f  
the choice o f  means. But it would take us t o o  far afield t o  elaborate 
on this theme here. Let this suffice for  the present t o  conclude 
that  case-studies are an essential part o f  the study o f  ethics. 

To  sum up so far, we  have found t w o  reasons why the  descrip- 
t i on  o f  ethical systems tends t o  be a complex affair: ethical systems 










