
 Do ‘objective values’ exist? 

Our society is built upon values. These standards and norms define our sense of right and 

wrong, our identity or our outlook on life, to name a few. However, are these values 

independent of our attitudes and opinions? Are there features of our world which 

determine the ‘goodness’ of every action? According to the doctrine of value realism, there 

are mind-independent and objective facts in the world which determines the values of 

actions and things. The proposition “Murder is wrong” is truth-apt and corresponds to a 

certain fact, either accessible or not by humans, and this proposition would be universally 

true. These values are also said to be normative; they guide one’s behaviour and are 

intrinsically action-guiding.  

Value realism is a standard view of many philosophers. To many people, it is common sense 

that killing is wrong in itself. Regardless of personal or cultural preferences, it seems to be 

universally true. These seemingly law-like norms and values dictate our moral experience. 

According to value realist, the best explanation of this phenomenon is that our intuitions are 

tracked by objective moral facts.  

Although value realism seems to be convincing view, I believe that this doctrine does not tie 

in with our understanding of the world. It might even possibly be considered as strange. I 

will argue against the existence of objective values through my interpretation of two 

philosophers’ arguments (the arguments will be focused on moral values, but it can mostly 

be extended to all the other types of values). 

A prominent critic of the metaphysical and empirical theses of value realism is J. L. Mackie. 

In his phenomenal work, Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong, Mackie use two arguments to 

argue against value realism: argument from relativity and argument from queerness. In the 

argument from relativity, Mackie argues that there is widespread and radical disagreement 

about fundamental moral principles between different cultures. To illustrate my point, 



consider the debate over capital punishment. Some societies argue that it serves as 

retribution to people who commit heinous crimes and deter others from doing so, while 

others see this as inhumane and disrespects the sanctity of life. This disagreement seems to 

stem from one’s adherence to specific cultural norms and participation in a certain lifestyle. 

It seems to be the case that people approve of the death penalty because they live in a 

society which believes in retributive justice, and not the other way round. If there were 

objective values, universal consensus about moral principles would be expected, as we 

would be able to discover and conform to these moral truths. Therefore, the best 

explanation is that there are no objective values.  

One counter argument I think realists would reply with is that there is disagreement about 

facts in other fields of studies, like science, but that does not mean that those facts are not 

objective. The realist would assert that it is a debate over perception of moral facts since 

there is more moral agreement than disagreement. I believe Mackie would point out that 

scientific disagreement is usually based on varying interpretations attributed to insufficient 

data and observation or improper methodology, and science tends to converge on to the 

truth. Without begging the question, if one were to postulate objective and discoverable 

moral facts, it would mean that some cultures would have inferior epistemic access to moral 

facts. Different societies, developing unique practices to suit their various circumstances, 

aiming for the same objective truth is strange. Claiming that the epistemic faculty of a whole 

community is misguided because of their social conditions seems highly unlikely.  

According to the argument from queerness, if moral facts were to exist, these facts and the 

faculty to grasp them would be very strange and completely different from any other facts 

and faculties we have encountered. Moral reasons are valid regardless of desires or 

preferences, and they are prescriptive. To account for this objective and categorically 

imperative nature, moral facts would have an in-built “motivating” element which will 



prescribe an action by giving the agent a reason to do it, which is unaffected by his mental 

state. However, scientific facts like “The Earth is round” are descriptive and are not 

intrinsically action-guiding. Hence, the existence of moral facts would be strange and 

scientifically impossible. Furthermore, to detect these non-natural facts, we would need a 

special faculty to detect these facts (these facts would be undetectable to our senses or 

even our reasoning, as they are supposed to influence our will independently). By Ockham’s 

Razor, which states that a parsimonious explanation of phenomenon is more plausible, we 

should reject the existence of objective values. I feel that this is a convincing argument and 

should be taken seriously by anyone who supports value realism.  

The views of philosopher Sharon Street encapsulates my views on this topic. She uses an 

evolutionary debunking argument to argue against objective facts, which she names the 

“Darwinian Dilemma”. Street first points out that many of our evaluative judgments are 

significantly saturated with evolutionary influences. Tendencies which helped us survive or 

reproduce (‘bio-fitness’) was passed down through natural selection. We are furnished with 

the concept of moral obligations and the motivation to fulfil them. Now, Street asks us: do 

evolutionary influences give us evaluative tendencies that track independent moral truths? 

If there is no relation between evolutionary forces and moral truths, then most of our beliefs 

will be off-track. Our beliefs are formed through a process which prioritises survival and not 

truth. We will be sceptical of our moral beliefs, as they are not generated through a reliable 

process. We cannot rationally form moral beliefs because our reasoning is bound by our 

attitude. 

Most realists usually accept the other horn of the dilemma. Nevertheless, Street posits an 

alternative account to the realist account of correspondence between moral facts and 

beliefs, which has better explanatory power. She claims that the “tracking” account does not 

account for why our ancestors would have beliefs that are accurate, especially if they do not 



have advanced rational capabilities. Instead, they would act according to survival 

advantages. Evaluative judgements manifested as a response mechanism to their 

circumstances. This “adaptive” account is parsimonious and scientifically more plausible. If 

our beliefs align with moral truths, it would be a mere coincidence. Hence, either way, it is 

better to reject value realism.  

So, do values not exist? I think that they exist, but they are mind-dependent and not 

objective. I think that moral propositions are truth-apt, but neither universally valid nor 

prescriptive in themselves. We create values through rational procedures, and this 

framework of values apply to rational agents. This view caters to the nature and goals of 

rational agents, whose importance we have seen in Street’s argument. These truths should 

cohere in system of moral and non-moral beliefs, and the truth of moral propositions are 

relative to this framework. These moral judgments only have normativity when the agent is 

pursuing an end, and it entails from one’s own values (which are influenced by evolutionary 

forces) 

 The case for objective values, although still heavily debated, does not look as appealing as it 

normally would be. We should not resign ourselves to nihilism but recognise the 

contingency of values and conduct deeper ethical reflection. 


