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THE BRITISH PHILOSOPHER G.E.M. (Elizabeth) Anscombe, who died in Cambridge on 5th January this year, 
had friends and acquaintances in many universities both in her homeland and abroad. She also had some enemies, 
of whom Professor Simon Blackburn is one. Blackburn did not attack Anscombe during her lifetime but he 
apparently decided it was safe to do so once she was dead. An opportunity arose early this year when he came to 
review Wittgenstein's Poker, a book which compares various incompatible stories about a meeting of the 
Cambridge Moral Sciences Club at which (according to some people) Ludwig Wittgenstein threatened Karl Popper 
with a red-hot poker. In his review Blackburn compared Elizabeth Anscombe's alleged treatment of him 
(Blackburn), in the 1990s, with Wittgenstein's supposed attack on Popper in 1946. Here is his description of an 
occasion on which he gave a talk to a meeting of the Moral Sciences Club: 

   The late Elizabeth Anscombe arrived well after the meeting had begun ...
   she was surrounded by groupies with whom she conversed in no very hushed
   tones throughout my talk. Such terrorism is much less common now.
   Philosophers still disagree with each other, of course, but boorishness and
   intimidation are out of fashion.

It is probable that this account of what happened contains an element of exaggeration--the club's minutes make no 
mention of any untoward events. 

Arriving late for a meeting is not highly unusual. Chatting during a meeting is not exactly unknown either. The 
worst, most persistent chatterer at meetings of the Moral Sciences Club was certainly not Elizabeth Anscombe, it 
was that inveterate giggler, Professor ... well, let him remain anonymous. In my opinion someone who thinks 
arriving late and chatting are boorish, intimidating and terroristic must be a bit of a ninny. 

Someone soon sent Peter Geach, Anscombe's newly widowed husband, a copy of Blackburn's review. He said, with 
a catch in his voice, "Just see what this man has said about my poor Elizabeth!" 

In February 2001 Blackburn attended Anscombe's memorial service. (One can't help wondering why. Memorial 
services are usually attended by the friends, not the unfriends, of the deceased.) According to some who were 
present Blackburn later complained about the fact that during the service there had been readings from the Bible. 
He described the practice (or the choice of readings--it is not clear which) as "offensive". The texts were read by 
Elizabeth's husband and two of their children. It is rather difficult to get inside the mind of a man who feels 
offended when members of a Christian family read texts from the Bible at a Christian memorial service. 

You don't have to be a believer to see that Blackburn's antipathy to religion is ill-natured and intolerant. Take for 
example the first chapter of his book Being Good: A Short Introduction to Ethics (Oxford, 2001). On page 2 he 
scornfully refers to a critic, or rather a questioner, as "a professional survivor of the Nazi death camps" then goes on 
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to say that the roots of Hitlerism include "some aspects of Judaism and Christianity". He also insists that God, 
though non-existent, is pretty nasty: 

   The Old Testament God is partial to some people above others ... jealous of
   his own pre-eminence ... seems to have no problem with a slave-owning
   society, believes that birth control is a capital crime [Genesis], is keen
   on child abuse [that is, beating, as referred to in Proverbs] and on fool
   abuse [ditto, also in Proverbs].

Jesus Christ, says Blackburn, is just as bad: 

   The persona of Jesus has his [sic] fair share of moral quirks. He can be
   sectarian ... racist ... he wants us to be gentle, meek and mild but he
   himself is far from it ... the episode of the Gadarene swine shows him to
   share the then popular belief that mental illness is caused by possession
   by devils. It also shows that animal lives--also anybody else's property
   rights in pigs--have no value. The events of the fig tree in Bethany would
   make any environmentalist's hair stand on end.

Are these shallow and unfunny comments meant to be amusing? Does Blackburn think serious arguments are out of 
place in introductory books? Does he suppose that undergraduates and other philosophical amateurs don't deserve 
serious arguments? Well, be that as it may, one of his techniques in Being Good is to bad-mouth beliefs which he 
does not share, thus giving innocent readers a seriously wrong idea about the way philosophy is (or ought to be) 
conducted. 

MOSAIC LAW is said to be about 3500 years old. In those long-ago times slavery was no doubt fairly common in 
the lands the Hebrews lived in and travelled through. But, as far as anyone knows, they, the Hebrews, were the only 
people in Old Testament times to have laws about the duties of masters and the rights and manumission of slaves. 
For they were told, and still are told: "remember that you yourselves were slaves in Egypt". 

Blackburn thinks that beating children is nothing but child abuse. But that is silly. It depends on how hard you beat 
them, and on your reasons, and on where and when you live. In could happen that slapping your child would stop 
him running wild and thus save him from being removed from your care and placed in what could turn out to be the 
genuinely abusive guardianship of a so-called children's home. In some circumstances slapping your child could 
prevent his turning to crime and getting arrested and being beaten to a pulp in a police cell. It is easy to envisage 
situations in which corporal punishment is not only a lesser evil but a form of protection. 

What Blackburn describes as the "child abuse" recommended in the Proverbs of Solomon pales into insignificance 
when compared with child sacrifice, a practice which he doesn't mention and perhaps hasn't heard of. Child 
sacrifice is evidently a tempting idea. In occurred not only in the Middle East but also in Mexico among the Aztecs 
before the arrival of the conquistadors, and in India and Africa right up to the twentieth century. 

Did the Hebrews of the Old Testament ever practice child sacrifice? Yes, they did, just as they must have 
committed murder and adultery and perjury from time to time. But those acts were perpetrated, not in obedience to 
the god who Blackburn thinks is such a nasty person, but in defiance of his commands, or, if you prefer, in defiance 
of the spiritual leaders who claimed to be his spokesmen. Among the Israelites the temptation to engage in child 
killing was associated with a rejection of their own religion in favour of idol worship. According to the Old 

http://continuum.uta.edu:2088/servlet/LitRC?TI=Being...tbst=tfo&n=10&docNum=A81106470&bConts=2050&printer=1 (2 of 5)11/9/2007 7:37:45 PM



Literature Resource Center -- Title Search Results

  

Testament, God, or, if you prefer, the spiritual leaders of the Hebrews, repeatedly condemned the sacrifice of 
children, which is described by him (or them) as an abomination. There are savage condemnations of the practice in 
Leviticus and Deuteronomy and Judges and 2 Kings and 2 Chronicles and Jeremiah and Ezekiel and Micah. 

The story of Abraham and Isaac suggests the Hebrews' religious leaders began to reject child sacrifice in about 
1850 BC. The religions of neighbouring peoples, however, required that children be killed on altars dedicated to 
Moloch or Baal. Years after Joshua arrived in Palestine (probably in about 1200 BC) some of the kings of Israel 
were tempted to imitate the bloodthirsty practices of the tribes who worshipped idols. They ignored the angry 
sermons of the prophets. On the other hand, the religious rejection of human sacrifice must have reinforced the 
endogamous marriage customs of the Hebrews--for if an Israelite man or woman were to marry a Canaanite he or 
she could be persuaded, or forced, to pass their first-born child through the fire. 

Most people who have read the whole book rather than just a few bits regard the Old Testament as a history of 
moral and spiritual journeys as well as physical ones. Hebrew attempts to substitute animal sacrifice for human 
sacrifice hundreds, perhaps thousands, of years before their neighbours abandoned the worship of Moloch were a 
huge moral leap. 

Why have religions involving human sacrifice vanished from the face of the earth? The physical disappearance of 
human sacrifice was brought about by the edicts of conquerors, starting with the Roman Empire and ending with 
the Europeans who colonised India and Africa and Oceania. But the cause of the change in mindsets was not a law 
of the Caesars but the religion of the Hebrews. 

Judgments about the morality of the Bible are not worth much when made by authors who are mainly or only 
interested in the latest ideological fashions. Their criticisms of the Old Testament in particular will not be sensible if 
they are unwilling to compare the beliefs of the Hebrews with the customs of other peoples. Nor will their 
judgments be sensible if they seriously believe that huge material differences between various times and 
circumstances never have any relevance at all to moral questions. 

In this area you need to know about history and you need imagination. Lack of culture is a serious impediment to 
rational thinking about the peoples of the past. 

In BEING GOOD Blackburn attacks the ideas of moral realism and moral objectivity in much the same spirit in 
which he attacks religion. I discuss this matter in order to draw attention to a conflict between his general ethical 
theory and the intolerance he displays when pronouncing judgment on particular issues. Being Good contains too 
few arguments and too many question-begging assertions. Here are some examples (my italics throughout): 

   In duty-based ethics we can hear the voice of sexist racist mandarins
   defending themselves ...
 
      An understanding of ethics makes us distrustful of sound-bite sized
      absolutes ... Most popular books on ethics [by other authors] provide
      chicken soup for the soul, soggy confections of consolation and uplift.

Lowbrow snobs downgrade the culture of highbrows by describing it, and them, as pseudo-intellectual(s). Simon 
Blackburn downgrades heroism with a similar verbal ploy: "Scorn for death is mock-heroic". So much for the 
behaviour of Charles I on the scaffold. So much for General Gordon's refusing to leave Khartoum. So much for 
Bernard O'Reilly, David Stove's "hero of our time". So much for Alan Seeger, the First World War poet who wrote 
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about his own rendezvous with death. So much for reckless John Brown whose body is mouldering in the grave. 

Blackburn describes his own theory of ethics as "perspectivism" and also as "quasi-realism". These are the names 
he gives to his attempts to escape between the horns of certain supposed dilemmas-for he sees philosophy in general 
as made up of dilemmas between realism and anti-realism. 

You can only escape between the horns of a dilemma if the dilemma is not real. You can escape from "either it's 
black or it's white" because that isn't a true dilemma. You escape by saying "it's neither, it's green" (or some other 
chromatic colour)--which incidentally would be a much more sensible retort than "it's quasi-black". A genuine 
opposition such as "a whole number must be either odd or even" can't be avoided by making the nonsensical claim 
that some whole numbers are quasi-odd or quasi-even. 

However, this is not the place to go deeply into the question as to whether ethical judgments are subjective or 
objective. Nor need we ask whether that opposition rules out a third alternative. 

Blackburn argues in Being Good (and elsewhere) that perspectivism ("quasi-realism") can provide an answer to 
ethical relativism ("subjectivism"). It is a queer kind of answer because quasi-realism in ethics turns out to be just 
another species of relativism; it is relativism beefed up with a bit of a priori psychology. In other words, Blackburn 
is himself a relativist. He is a "we" relativist rather than an "I" relativist and repeatedly appeals to what "we" think; 
as in "We no longer believe in God" and "We dislike elitism". 

The early part of Being Good describes certain "threats to ethics" and promises to deal with "the threat of 
relativism" in the final section. But that section, inaccurately entitled "Confidence Restored", merely reinstates 
relativism under its new name "perspectivism". He writes: 

   We may not seem to have done all that well in answering [the relativist].
   We have not found authoritative ethical prescriptions built into the order
   of things. No god wrote the laws of good behaviour into the cosmos. Nature
   has no concern for good or bad, right or wrong. But we do have these
   concerns. Not all principle is hypocrisy. We need standards of behaviour,
   in our own eyes, and we need recognition from others. So our concern is not
   to "answer" the relativist with some cunning intellectual or metaphysical
   trick. Our concern can only be to answer the challenge from within a set of
   standards which we uphold ... [and] we can admit that those standards are
   ours--just ours ... Is there moral knowledge? Is there moral progress?
   These questions are not answered by science, or religion, or metaphysics or
   logic. They have to be answered from within our own moral perspective.

Perspectivism, being a form of relativism, ought to involve the special virtue of tolerance. And even anti-relativists 
will acknowledge that tolerance can be pleasant, even good, in some circumstances. On the other hand it's notorious 
that liberal relativists are not tolerant all the time; they refuse to tolerate sexism, racism and elitism for example. 

Is Blackburn tolerant? Does he at least try to be? The answers are No, and No. He is much more intolerant than 
your ordinary inconsistent run-of-the-mill liberal. His attacks on religion seem to be made from the standpoint of 
one who, perhaps unconsciously, accepts an unusually extreme form of ethical realism, an implausible kind of 
moral absolutism. Thus he implies that concern for the environment was as urgently needed 2000 years ago as it is 
today. He writes as if a twentieth-century interpretation of animal rights embodies a moral law cast in concrete for 
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all times and places including the icy deserts of Greenland and the sandy wastes of the Egyptian wilderness. He 
assumes that slavery is 100 per cent wrong in every possible situation; 100 per cent wrong in every country, in all 
centuries, and however mitigated. In other words, he thinks times and places and circumstances never make any 
difference to what is good or evil, right or wrong. Such an extreme position is by no means an essential element in 
moral realism and is very peculiar indeed when displayed by a quasi-realist perspectivist. 

Blackburn is officially hostile (as it were) to objectivism and officially committed to perspectivism and tolerance. 
Yet he jeers at "popular" books which (presumably) advocate ethical theories he disagrees with; he says that 
religion is not only mistaken but offensive; and he can't endure criticism however mild--recollect the way he took a 
sneering revenge on the questioner mentioned on page 2 of Being Good, first by calling him a "professional" 
Holocaust survivor and then, on page 3, by stating that the roots of Hitlerism include "some aspects of Judaism". 

Blackburn's general philosophical beliefs clash so violently with the intolerant things he says about particular moral 
issues that one is tempted to conclude that he exemplifies the defective thought processes of an individual who 
believes two contradictory propositions at the same time. David Armstrong and others have tried hard to explain 
that type of defect, that kind of phenomenon. But in my view it is inexplicable. 

Jenny Teichman is an Emeritus Fellow of New Hall College in the University of Cambridge. Her article "Bottle 
Babies" appeared in the September issue.
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