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PREFACE

THE twenty-two chapters of this book represent the current state of debate on
the wide range of issues discussed in moral philosophy. The authors do not merely
survey the field. They present and defend a point of view, sometimes a contentious
point of view, and sometimes one that is disputed in another chapter in the
volume. The chapters are demanding, and written at a professional level, but with
the intention of being accessible to any sophisticated reader who has at least some
background in philosophy. The introduction is intended to provide an overview
of the field of ethical theory as well as an overview of the essays. I hope it will
make the book more useful. My hope for the volume as a whole is that it will
contribute to the continued flowering of moral philosophy.

I am grateful to many people for their help with the book and for their
encouragement. My most important debt, of course, is to the authors of the essays,
first for the very high quality of their work, but also for their patience. The volume
took longer to put together than I had foreseen. For encouraging me to accept
the challenge of doing the book, I thank Christopher Morris, Marina Oshana,
and my editor at Oxford, Peter Ohlin. Tom Hurka gave me very helpful advice
at several important points while I was working on the volume, as did John
Fischer. I am sure that there are people who I have forgotten to mention, and I
would like to thank them while apologizing for my memory. Many people gave
me helpful advice about the introduction. I thank them by name in a note to
that chapter.
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INTRODUCTION:
METAETHICS AND
NORMATIVE ETHICS

DAVID COPP

I UNDERTAKE two main tasks in this chapter. First, I aim to provide a brief
overview of the chapters in this book and to show how they are related to one
another. Second, I aim to introduce the issues in moral philosophy that are ad-
dressed in the book, and to do so in a way that is accessible to general readers
with little background in philosophy. Because of my second aim, I discuss the
chapters in the order that seems best pedagogically. My choice of which chapters
to emphasize also reflects my pedagogical goal.

1. MORAL PHILOSOPHY

As we go about our lives, we face many decisions. Some of the decisions seem to
concern only ourselves and people with whom we are intimate, such as decisions
about behavior within the family. Other decisions concern our responsibilities in
our jobs. Some concern our relationship to the state or the law, such as decisions
about whether to abide by the tax code or whether to join the armed forces.
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People who have governmental roles sometimes make decisions about controver-
sial social issues, such as the morality of capital punishment or the justice of the
tax system. All of us who live in democratic societies need to make decisions
about such issues if we intend to vote responsibly. Moral philosophy addresses
the many abstract ethical and philosophical issues that arise when we attempt to
make such decisions in a reflective and responsible way.

Of course, some decisions have little moral import, but moral considerations
have a bearing on a great many of our decisions. A person’s decision-making can
also be shaped, however, by considerations of self-interest, law, etiquette, custom,
and tradition, and people in professional roles who are subject to codes of “ethics”
may take such codes into account in their decisions. The question therefore arises:
What distinguishes moral considerations from other kinds of consideration? What
does morality require? Does morality determine what we ought to do, all things
considered? These questions are addressed in various chapters in the volume.

For my purposes here, we can take a person’s moral beliefs to be the beliefs
she has about how to live her life when she takes into account in a sympathetic
way the impact of her life and decisions on others. This statement is more vague
than I would like, and it prejudges certain questions, but it is a place to begin. It
is worth saying at the outset, moreover, that in this volume, “morality” and
“ethics” are used interchangeably.

This book focuses on theoretical questions that can arise in thinking about
any practical issue as well as general moral questions of theoretical importance.
Applied ethics is an area of moral philosophy that focuses on concrete moral
issues, including such matters as abortion, capital punishment, civil disobedience,
drug use, family responsibilities, and professional ethics. Can war be just? Is eu-
thanasia ever justifiable? This volume focuses, however, on questions that are
more abstract than these. For example, what kinds of actions are right or wrong?
These questions may seem far removed from concrete issues of everyday impor-
tance, but anyone who tries to think his way through a practical problem, such
as the question whether euthanasia can ever be permitted, can eventually be led
to the kinds of questions addressed in this book. The chapter by Gerald Dworkin
is motivated by this point; Dworkin examines various philosophical moral theories
in an effort to see how well they are suited to help us with practical questions.
All of the chapters, however, deal with the abstract issues I am pointing to.

These issues can usefully be divided into two categories. First are general moral
issues. What kinds of actions are right or wrong? What kind of person should one
be? What are the moral virtues? What, in general, has moral value? What kinds
of things make a person’s life go well? What does justice require? Most generally,
how should we live our lives? In answering any of these questions, one would be
making a moral claim or a claim with moral implications. Normative moral theory
aims to provide answers to the general moral questions that fall into this category.
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Theories of this kind are sometimes called “first-order” in contrast with the
“second-order” theories that deal with questions in the second category.

The second category includes issues or questions about morality and moral
judgment. Are there moral truths? Do we simply have a variety of feelings and
attitudes about moral issues, with there being nothing in virtue of which one side
of a disagreement is correct and the other incorrect? Are there moral “properties”™?
For example, is there a property or characteristic that a kind of action can have
of being wrong in the way that there is a property a kind of action can have of
being unpopular? If so, is wrongness analogous to unpopularity, in that it is a
relation between an action and the attitudes of a group of persons? Or is wrong-
ness a more “objective” property? When a person makes a moral claim, is she
expressing a belief or is she merely expressing a feeling or an attitude, such as
approval or disapproval? Is it possible to have moral knowledge? What is the
relation between morality and rationality? Would it be rational to commit oneself
to morality? Answering such questions does not require making a moral claim.
It requires making a claim about moral claims or about morality. This explains
why the issues in this category are called “second-order” or “metaethical.”

The chapters in this book defend a variety of positions in both normative
moral theory and metaethics. The first part of the volume contains the chapters
on metaethical issues, and the second part contains the chapters on normative
issues. Issues in these two areas are much more closely connected than might
seem to be the case, given what I say in this introduction. But it will be easier to
introduce the material if I discuss the two areas separately.

2. METAETHICS

A philosophical study of morality is very different from a sociological or anthro-
pological study, or a study from the perspective of biology or psychology. One
important difference is that in moral philosophy we do not distance ourselves
from our own moral views in the way we would if we were engaged in a study
of one of these other kinds. We do not take the fact that people, including our-
selves, have moral views as merely a datum to be explained. Our goal is not merely
to explain data of this kind, whether it be the distribution of moral beliefs and
attitudes, or the occurrence of selfish or altruistic actions. Rather, in moral phi-
losophy, the correctness or cogency or defensibility of moral claims, convictions,
and attitudes, and the probity of various behaviors, are among the things at issue.
Normative ethics makes moral claims in its own right. Metaethics does not do
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this, yet, despite this, it is morally engaged. For among its central questions are
the questions whether any moral claims are true, and whether it is rational to
commit oneself to acting morally. One cannot answer such questions without
taking a position on the correctness or cogency of people’s moral convictions.

Moral realism takes an optimistic view on the issue of whether moral convic-
tions can be correct or cogent. In the opening chapter, Geoffrey Sayre-McCord
characterizes moral realism as the position that (1) there are moral facts, (2) peo-
ple’s moral judgments are made true or false by the moral facts, and (3) the mere
fact that we have the moral beliefs we have is not what makes the moral facts be
as they are. This is a highly abstract view that may be difficult to grasp. For this
reason, I am going to begin with an example.

Many people find it plausible that the requirements of morality are deter-
mined by God’s commands. This idea is a useful starting place because most
people understand it immediately, and because it points the way to the divine
command theory, which is generally regarded as a kind of moral realism. Philip
Quinn defends a divine command theory in his chapter. The idea is, for example,
that lying is morally wrong (if it is wrong) due simply and exactly to the fact that
God has commanded that we not lie. More generally, Quinn holds that a kind of
action is morally obligatory just in case God has commanded that actions of that
kind be performed, and, he also holds, God’s commanding that an action be
performed is what makes it obligatory. So he holds that actions can have the
properties of being obligatory, permissible, or forbidden—these are standardly
called the “deontic” properties—and he holds that such properties depend on
God’s commands. God’s commands bring it about that the wrong actions are
wrong and the required actions are required.!

Views of this kind have been discussed by philosophers for centuries, and
indeed the standard objection to them is derived from a discussion in Plato’s
dialogue Euthyphro. The objection takes the form of a dilemma. Fither actions
are commanded by God because they are obligatory, or they are obligatory be-
cause they are commanded by God. The first alternative is incompatible with
Quinn’s divine command theory, since the theory holds that what makes an action
obligatory is God’s commanding that it be performed. On this view, actions are
not obligatory independently of God’s commands, so God could not take an
action’s being obligatory as a reason to command it. But the second alternative
seems unacceptable. For it seems to allow the possibility of God’s commanding
something arbitrary or horrible, and in that case, according to the theory, the
action would be obligatory. Quinn discusses the story in Genesis (22:1—2) in which
God orders Abraham to sacrifice his son, Isaac. The divine command theory seems
to imply that in this case it was obligatory for Abraham to sacrifice Isaac, and
indeed that whatever God commanded Abraham to do would be obligatory, no
matter how arbitrary or horrible.

Quinn’s answer to the challenge is that God’s goodness ensures that his com-



INTRODUCTION 7

mands are not arbitrary. To make this reply work, however, Quinn cannot say
that goodness depends on God’s will in the way that the obligatoriness of an
action depends on God’s commands, for if he said this, the Euthyphro objection
would come back to haunt him. (Is what God wills good because he wills it, or
does he will it because it is good?) What Quinn says instead is that something is
good just in case it resembles God in a relevant way. God is the standard of
Goodness. Since God resembles himself, he is good. Deontic or duty-related prop-
erties depend on God’s commands, but axiological or evaluative properties, such
as goodness, do not.

The difficulty with Quinn’s approach is that the fact that God is good does
not seem to guarantee that his commands will not be horrible if his being good
is simply a matter of his resembling himself. It is trivial that God resembles
himself, but if God is perfectly good, this is a substantive and important moral
fact. It would be different if there were an independent standard of goodness and
if God qualified as perfectly good when measured against this standard. But if we
added an independent standard of goodness to the theory, we would be leaving
behind Quinn’s idea that all moral statuses depend on God.

The chief problem with the divine command theory can be seen if we consider
people who do not believe that there is a God. An atheist could accept that actions
are obligatory just in case they are commanded by God, but since an atheist holds
that there is no God, she would be committed to denying that any actions are
obligatory. She would be committed to denying that any actions whatsoever are
right or wrong. On Quinn’s view about goodness, she would also be committed
to denying that anything whatsoever is good or bad. Even a theist would be
committed to holding that if God does not exist, then nothing is right or wrong,
good or bad.? This implication of the divine command view is surely implausible.
Even if there is no God, there are cases of harming others, coercing them, tor-
turing them, and so on, and it is difficult to believe that such actions are not
wrong, and that there is nothing bad about them, although this is implied by the
divine command theory if God does not exist. Surely one would not accept this
implication of the theory if one thought there were an alternative. And there are
alternatives, as we shall see, including other kinds of moral realism.

For my purposes in exploring the kinds of moral realism and antirealism, it
will be useful to define realism somewhat differently from the way Sayre-McCord
defines it. I shall take moral realism to combine the following five doctrines.

(1) There are moral properties (and relations).> There is, for example, such a
thing as wrongness. The divine command theory implies that actions have the
property of being wrong when God has commanded that they not be performed.
It implies that if God exists and has commanded that we not perform certain
actions, those actions are wrong. Hence, on these assumptions, it also implies the
second doctrine of moral realism: (2) Some moral properties are instantiated. For
example, some actions are wrong. Moral realism also includes two doctrines about
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moral thought and language: (3) Moral predicates are used to ascribe moral prop-
erties. And (4) moral assertions express moral beliefs. When we call an action
“wrong” we are ascribing to it the property wrongness, and we are expressing the
belief that the action is wrong. Finally, moral realism includes a doctrine designed
to clarify its first thesis: (5) The moral properties, in that they are properties, have
the metaphysical status that any other property has, whatever that status is.* This
doctrine belongs in the list because some philosophers who reject moral realism
think that we can call wrongness a “property” without misusing English, even
though wrongness is not a property that would be recognized in an adequate
metaphysics. An adequate metaphysics must give some account of the status of
properties such as redness and deciduous-ness. These are not moral properties, of
course, and they differ in a variety of ways from any moral property. Nevertheless,
a moral realist insists that wrongness is like these properties in that it is also a
property, and that, in this respect, it has the same metaphysical status as all other
properties.

Moral realists disagree about various things, but they disagree chiefly about
the nature of the moral properties. We can think of a realist theory as proposing
a “model” that explains the nature of these properties. The divine command view
sees wrongness as analogous to the property of being unlawful. It sees morality as,
in effect, a divine legal system. Other versions of realism propose other models.
There are both naturalistic and nonnaturalistic versions of realism, where natu-
ralism treats moral properties as “natural” properties. Quinn’s divine command
theory is a kind of nonnaturalism, or it certainly appears to be. For Quinn holds
that the goodness of something is a matter of its resembling God; God is the
standard of goodness. As usually understood, however, God is not part of the
natural world.

Naturalistic moral realism is defended in the chapter by Nicholas Sturgeon.
Sturgeon holds that the moral properties are ordinary properties, akin to a variety
of ordinary garden-variety properties, such as the property of being a quarter dollar
or the property of being deciduous. He does not attempt to give an account in
nonmoral terms of what rightness or wrongness are. He thinks that there is no
adequate reason to suppose that moral properties are any more problematic or
puzzling than are the properties that are theorized about in biology or in psy-
chology, such as being deciduous or being in pain. The latter properties supervene
on the basic physical natures of things in the sense that, roughly, any biological
or psychological change in a thing depends on some underlying change in the
physical nature of the thing. Similarly, Sturgeon holds, moral properties supervene
on the basic nature of things. But just as we do not expect to be able to char-
acterize the biology of a tree in nonbiological terms, we should not expect to be
able to characterize the moral nature of an action or an institution or a person
in nonmoral terms. We should not expect, that is, to be able to specify in non-
moral terms exactly which natural properties are the moral properties. On this
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point, Sturgeon disagrees with most philosophers who have thought about ethical
naturalism. Most have thought that the viability of naturalism depends on there
being, for each moral property, a true reductive identity statement that identifies
that property with a natural property picked out in nonmoral terms. As Sturgeon
says, they have thought that “ethical naturalism must be, in this sense, reductive.”
Sturgeon denies that this is so. He thinks, moreover, that to understand the moral
properties, there is no substitute for normative theorizing. To understand what
justice is, we need to think about what makes for just institutions. Metaethics,
then, is continuous with normative moral theory.

Moral naturalism is attacked vigorously in the chapter by Jonathan Dancy.
Dancy is a realist, but he thinks that naturalism is indefensible because it is unable
to make sense of the normativity of moral judgment. There are, unfortunately, a
variety of ways to understand normativity. The basic idea is that when all goes
well, a person’s moral judgments guide her actions. Suppose, for example, that a
person thinks that she ought to help people in countries suffering from famine,
and suppose that she receives a letter from CARE asking for a donation to help
people suffering from famine. In this case, if all goes well, she will be motivated
to make a donation (Smith, 1994, p.7). Moral judgment, especially judgment
about what one ought to do, has a kind of characteristic direct relevance to action
or choice. This idea is unfortunately vague, and in an article on the topic, I
distinguish three “grades” of normativity and argue that moral naturalism can
accommodate all three (Copp, 2004).

Dancy disagrees. He thinks that, to understand the normativity of moral judg-
ment, we must take the moral properties to be intrinsically normative. The prob-
lem for naturalism is, he thinks, that no natural property is intrinsically normative.
We can express his argument in terms of the idea of a moral fact—a fact con-
sisting of something’s having a moral property. Naturalists claim that moral facts
are natural facts. But Dancy argues that moral facts are normative and that no
natural fact is normative. Why not? He holds that natural facts are not directly
and immediately relevant to a decision about what to do in the way that nor-
mative facts are.

One might turn Dancy’s argument into an argument against moral realism.
J. L. Mackie argued for a position called the error theory, according to which there
are no moral facts (Mackie, 1977, ch. 1; see also Joyce, 2001). The error theory
says, in effect, that moral beliefs have the status of superstitious beliefs, such as
beliefs in hobgoblins. Mackie offered several arguments for his view, including an
argument something like Dancy’s. Mackie held that the moral properties, if there
were any, would be intrinsically normative. Rightness would have “to-be-
doneness” built into it. He thought that such a property would be “queer,” and
unlike “anything else in the universe.” He therefore concluded that there are no
such properties. Accordingly, he held, all basic moral claims are false.> In effect,
Mackie took Dancy’s line of reasoning, added the premise that all properties are
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natural, and concluded that there are no moral properties. In so doing, he rejected
one of the central doctrines of moral realism.

Mackie’s error theory is highly controversial. It implies that nothing is morally
wrong. This is as hard to accept as the implication of divine command theory
that if God does not exist, nothing is wrong. There are cases of harming others,
coercing them, torturing them, and so on. It is difficult to believe that such actions
are not wrong, although this is implied by the error theory.

Three premises are on the table: first, that moral judgment is normative;
second, that no natural property is normative; and third, that there are no non-
natural properties. In arguing for nonnaturalism, Dancy accepted the first two of
these premises but rejected the third. Assuming the truth of moral realism, he
argued from the first premise to the conclusion that the moral properties are
normative, and so he thought that, given the second premise, the moral properties
must be nonnatural. Mackie was not prepared to assume the truth of moral
realism. He accepted all three premises and was led to the error theory. But it is
possible to accept all three premises without accepting the error theory. One can
be led, instead, to noncognitivism, which is another form of moral antirealism.
Like the error theory, it denies that there are moral properties, but it proposes to
explain the normativity of moral judgment in another way.

The core idea of noncognitivism is the thesis that the state of mind of a
person who accepts a (basic) moral claim is not a belief or any other kind of
cognitive state, but is, instead, a conative state or a motivational state, akin to a
desire. Any fully developed version of noncognitivism would need to say exactly
what kind of state is involved, but we can neglect such details here. The view
could be that the relevant state of mind is an “attitude.” In his chapter, Simon
Blackburn speaks of “stances.” The root idea is that, for example, a person who
accepts that capital punishment is wrong is in a state of mind that could most
accurately be described as an attitude of disapproval of capital punishment or a
stance of disapproval. Noncognitivists hold that moral assertions express such
conative stances rather than beliefs. (Because it takes a thesis of this kind to
explain the meaning of moral assertions, noncognitivism is often described as
“expressivism.”) What would lead one to accept this view?

Blackburn begins with the idea that cognitive states such as beliefs, and co-
native states such as desires, have different “directions of fit.” A belief represents
the world as being a certain way and it tends to go out of existence, or should
tend to go out of existence, when we have evidence that the world is not that
way. Conative states are different. A desire need not go out of existence when we
have evidence that the world is not the way we desire it to be. If my car fails to
start one morning, my belief that it is reliable should tend to go out of existence,
but I might still desire that it be reliable. If I do have this desire, I will be
motivated to have the car repaired. In this sense, conative states such as desires
have a different direction of fit from beliefs. They do not represent the world as
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being one way rather than another. Their function is to motivate action rather
than to represent the world. Blackburn holds that moral states of mind have the
direction of fit of desires and other conative states. They are “directive” rather
than “representational.” If a person holds that he ought to help the victims of
famine, and if he receives a letter from CARE asking for a donation, then, if all
goes well, he will be motivated to make a donation. For, according to the non-
cognitivist, to hold that one ought to help is to have a stance that supports
helping. It is, inter alia, to have an inclination or desire to help.

Philip Kitcher argues, in his chapter, that the best biological explanation of
the existence of altruistic behavior supports noncognitivism. In his view, evolu-
tionary biology supports the idea that the function of moral attitudes is to create
motivation for the kinds of altruistic behavior that improve social cohesion. We
accept a system of moral rules, but its content is not shaped by antecedently
existing moral truths. As he says, “The criterion of success [of a system of moral
rules] is not accurate representation, but the improvement of social cohesion in
ways that promote the transmission of the system itself.” One might combine
Kitcher’s view, according to which moral codes have the function of improving
social cohesion, with the view that moral truths are “grounded in” the tendency
of a system of moral rules to improve social cohesion. The result would be a
cognitivist moral functionalism.® Kitcher holds, however, that there is no need to
postulate the existence of moral truths in order to explain altruistic behavior.

A noncognitivist clearly would have difficulty accepting any of the doctrines
that constitute moral realism. She denies that moral assertions express moral
beliefs, for she holds that there are no moral beliefs to express. She will also want
to deny that there are moral properties. For if there are moral properties, then
surely it is possible to believe that something has a moral property, and presum-
ably such a belief would qualify as a moral belief. For instance, there is a state of
mind that we could express by saying “Torture is wrong,” and if there are moral
properties, including the property wrongness, it would be difficult to deny that
this state of mind qualifies as a belief that ascribes wrongness to torture. So the
noncognitivist will be led to deny that there are moral properties. Of course, if
there are no moral properties, then there are no moral properties to be instan-
tiated or to have any kind of metaphysical status, so she will deny two more realist
doctrines. And, finally, she will deny that moral predicates are used to ascribe
moral properties. For it would be odd to hold that moral predicates are used to
ascribe moral properties while denying that an assertion, say, of the sentence
“Torture is wrong” expresses the belief that torture has the property thereby as-
cribed. Accordingly, noncognitivism gives one reason to deny all five of the doc-
trines that constitute moral realism.

The problem is that moral thought and discourse at least appear to be cog-
nitive in nature. As Blackburn says, everyday moralizing has a “realist surface.”
We speak of people as having moral beliefs. We speak of moral beliefs as true or
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false. A person who holds, say, that capital punishment is wrong would have
difficulty denying that capital punishment has the characteristic or ‘property’ of
wrongness or of being wrong. He would have difficulty denying that the term
“wrong” is used to talk about wrongness and to express beliefs about things that
are wrong. Accordingly, everyday moralizing seems to commit us to four of the
realist doctrines. The missing doctrine is the récherché thesis that wrongness has
the same metaphysical status as other properties. In everyday moralizing, we do
not worry about metaphysical issues. Perhaps, then, the difference between realism
and a plausible antirealism would boil down to this fifth doctrine.

Blackburn aims to develop a position that accepts and explains the realist
surface of everyday moral discourse without abandoning the underlying, anti-
realist doctrine of noncognitivism. He calls his view “quasi-realism.” In his view,
there are merely moral stances, such as moral approval and disapproval, but we
have come to speak as if such stances are beliefs and as if there are properties
such as wrongness. He sometimes calls his position “projectivism,” drawing an
analogy with the way a slide projector can make it seem as if there is, say, a tree
in front of us when there is, in reality, only the play of light on a wall. His idea
is that in doing metaphysics, we see that there are no moral properties, but, in
ordinary moralizing, we speak as if there were, thereby projecting our moral
stances out into the world. The trouble is that quasi-realist will be tempted by
‘minimalism’ about our use of the term “property”—a view that allows us to say
a ‘property’ is ‘expressed’ by every predicate in the language, including moral
predicates, but that denies this has any metaphysical significance. If Blackburn
accepts such a minimalism, he would be forced to agree that so-called moral
properties have the same metaphysical status as other so-called properties.

Where are we then? An anti-realist denies at least one of the five realist doctrines,
but a quasi-realist may find it difficult to deny any of them, given the realist surface of
moral discourse and the availability of minimalism. Yet Blackburn would deny that
he is a realist. In the end, he distinguishes his position from realism on the ground
that, as he says, whatever we call them, moral states of mind have the “directional” di-
rection of fit rather than the “representational.” That is, in effect, he denies that there
are moral beliefs. Strictly speaking there are only stances.

Recent work by Blackburn and others has made it difficult to draw a clear and
bright line between moral realism and antirealism. In his chapter, Sayre-McCord at-
tempts to clarify matters. Blackburn and other noncognitivists and quasi-realists
need to be clear about what they reject in moral realism. In some ways, moral realists
face a more difficult burden, however. As Sayre-McCord explains, they need to ex-
plain the nature of the moral facts, how we can have knowledge of them, and why
these facts give us reason to act in one way rather than another.

It is highly plausible that a person who has a moral conviction is in a relevant
conative state of some kind, such as a state of approval or disapproval. A person
with the conviction that capital punishment is wrong is naturally said to disap-
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prove of capital punishment, and in saying that capital punishment is wrong, she
would naturally be taken to express disapproval of it. This idea is fully compatible
with moral realism, however (Copp, 2001). Many predicates in our language are
“colored,” to use Frege’s term (Frege, 1984, pp. 161, 185, 357). For example, there
are impolite terms for various ethnic groups that are used both to predicate
membership in the group and to express an attitude of contempt. Moral predi-
cates could be colored in a similar way. They could be used to predicate a moral
property, such as wrongness, and also to express a corresponding attitude, such
as disapproval. This idea is not a problem for moral realism.

Indeed, it is compatible with moral realism to go beyond this and treat moral
judgment as concerned at root with the appropriateness of moral attitudes, such
as approval and disapproval, disgust and shame. Blackburn’s projectivism holds
that moral judgment involves a potentially misleading projection of such attitudes
onto a morally neutral reality. We might instead see the moral attitudes as re-
sponses to features of the world that make them appropriate. A moral property
might then be understood as a “response-dependent” property, much as color
properties are often taken to be properties whose nature is that they tend to cause
certain associated visual experiences.” A number of research programs are ex-
ploring this idea. Justin D’Arms and Daniel Jacobson lay out the geography of
the territory in their chapter. They distinguish projectivism from “perceptivism,”
which holds that the moral sentiments are responses to, or perceptions of, morally
relevant features of the world. They distinguish a purely dispositional variety of
perceptivism from the “sensibility theory” that has been proposed by John Mc-
Dowell (1985). Ultimately they argue that the projectivist and perceptual meta-
phors are both misleading. What they find plausible is an idea that both views
share—the sentimentalist idea that, as they say, “evaluation is to be understood
by way of human emotional response.”

Michael Slote explores a related idea. He sees moral sentimentalism as con-
trasting with rationalism, by which he means the view that reason rather than
sentiment is the source of moral judgment and moral motivation. He sees sen-
timentalism as a position that straddles both normative and metaethical issues,
since he thinks it goes hand in hand with a virtue theoretic approach in normative
ethics and with a plausible account of the nature of moral properties. The chief
moral sentiment, in his view, is empathic concern. He holds, for example, that
moral goodness consists in empathic concern for others.

One might worry that sentimentalism supports a kind of relativism, since the
empathic concern of different people might be engaged by different things. Slote
thinks he can avoid this worry since, on his account, the reference of our moral
terms is fixed by our actual empathic reactions, not by reactions we might have
in merely possible circumstances. But it is not clear what rationale can be given
for taking our actual empathic reactions to fix what counts as right and wrong.
Perhaps our actual reactions can be improved morally. Moreover, it is possible
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that different people or cultures actually have very different empathic reactions
to things. Given this, it is not clear how best to understand Slote’s theory. Suppose
that my empathic concern is engaged by thoughts of capital punishment but yours
is not. In this case, Slote’s account could be taken to imply that it is indeterminate
whether capital punishment is wrong. Or it could be taken to imply that capital
punishment is wrong-relative-to-me but is not wrong-relative-to-you. It is not
clear, then, that Slote’s sentimentalism can avoid a troubling relativism.

Notice that there is a kind of “normative relativism” that is highly plausible.
For instance, it is plausible that whether telling a lie would be wrong depends on
the circumstances. It might not be wrong to lie to Alice if telling her the truth
would distract her while she is doing neurosurgery. The underlying idea could be
expressed crudely by saying that any plausible moral evaluation depends on, or
is “relative to,” the circumstances. This thesis is surely highly plausible, but T want
to focus on a kind of metaethical relativism that is much more interesting and
controversial.

James Dreier advocates a relativism of this kind in his chapter. In his view,
the moral “properties,” such as rightness, are not monadic properties, but are
actually relations to the moral standards of relevant person(s) or groups. For
example, there may be rightness-relative-to-Alice as distinct from rightness-
relative-to-Bill, and an action that is right-relative-to-Alice might not be right-
relative-to-Bill. Here is an analogy. Weight is a relation between an object’s mass
and the local gravitational field. This is why an object has a different weight on
the moon than it has on the earth. The relevant gravitational field must be spec-
ified or assumed before we can fully understand an assertion to the effect that
something has a given weight. Similarly, in Dreier’s view, a system of moral rules
must be specified or assumed in order for us to understand what proposition is
expressed by an assertion to the effect that something is right or wrong. In con-
texts in which different moral systems are at issue, assertions to the effect that
something is “right” will express different propositions and different rightness-
relations. Dreier proposes a “speaker relativism,” according to which the moral
system of the speaker is the relevant one. If Alice says, “Capital punishment is
right,” she expresses the proposition that capital punishment is permitted in her
moral system, whereas if Bill says this, he expresses the different proposition that
capital punishment is permitted in his moral system. Of course, it is possible that
Alice and Bill accept different systems so that what Alice says is true but what
Bill says is false.

Dreier thinks that this view is supported by the widely accepted thesis that
there is an “internal connection” between moral judgment and moral motivation,
the thesis that, necessarily, a person who believes she morally ought to do some-
thing is thereby motivated to some degree to do it. Stephen Darwall has called
this thesis “judgment internalism” (Darwall, 1983, pp. 54-55). Judgment internal-
ism figures in many arguments in metaethics. Blackburn invokes it in arguing for
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quasi-realism, and Mackie invoked it in arguing for the error theory. Dreier thinks
that speaker relativism can explain judgment internalism without the counter-
intuitive implications of these theories. If speaker-relativism is true, a person who
asserts sincerely that he ought not to do something is thereby expressing a belief,
and he presumably must also have motivations that incline him not to do the
thing. For, in Dreier’s view, accepting a moral system is a matter of having certain
relevant attitudes and motivations. So it appears that speaker relativism explains
the connection between moral belief and motivation that is postulated by judg-
ment internalism.

Judgment internalism is controversial, however, as Sayre-McCord explains.
Certain forms of moral realism conflict with it. The divine command theory does
not ensure that there is a connection between moral belief and motivation. Stur-
geon’s moral naturalism and Dancy’s nonnaturalism both reject it and are in this
sense “externalist.” Sturgeon argues that externalism is actually more plausible
than internalism. And there are familiar objections to internalism. It seems pos-
sible, for example, for a depressed person to lose all motivation to do the right
thing. Her beliefs about what is right could remain unchanged while her moti-
vations waste away.

One serious objection to Dreier’s relativism is the “disagreement argument.”
Speaker relativism seems to imply that if Alice says, “Capital punishment is right”
and Bill says, “It is not the case that capital punishment is right,” they have not
disagreed. Alice has expressed the proposition that capital punishment is right-
relative-to-Alice, and Bill has not denied this. He has expressed the proposition
that it is not the case that capital punishment is right-relative-to-Bill. But this
seems implausible. Surely Alice and Bill have disagreed in the imagined situation.
Dreier would respond that there is a pragmatic disagreement between them; they
would be expected, say, to vote in different ways in a referendum on capital
punishment. But Dreier’s view has odd implications. On his view, for example, if
Alice says, “Capital punishment is right,” Bill could reply, coherently and truly,
by saying, “I agree with you, and, in addition, it is not the case that capital
punishment is right.” This would be a very puzzling conversation! Intuitively,
what Alice says contradicts what Bill says in saying, “It is not the case that capital
punishment is right.”

A position that has counter-intuitive implications is difficult to defend, but
we should not conclude that it is impossible to defend. I myself have attempted
to support a kind of metaethical relativism against the disagreement argument
(Copp, 1995, pp- 218-223).

Several of the authors I have discussed agree that morality is in some fun-
damental way the province of the sentiments. Blackburn, Kitcher, Slote, Dreier,
and D’Arms and Jacobson agree about this, although they disagree about the
details. An alternative view is that morality is fundamentally the province of prac-
tical reason. To understand this, we need to look at details.
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Serious complications arise immediately, for there are theoretical issues about
practical reason that are similar to the issues we have been discussing about
morality. There are first-order, normative issues: What are the basic factors that
determine which actions are rational and which are not? And there are second-
order metatheoretical issues: Are there truths about rational behavior? Is there a
property that an action can have of being rational? Do claims about the rationality
of actions express beliefs or do they merely express noncognitive attitudes such
as approval or disapproval? I will set aside most of these questions.

The essay by Peter Railton explores Humean and neo-Humean theories of
practical reason and their relation to morality. A neo-Humean theory holds that
rationality is basically a matter of efficiency in serving one’s intrinsic ends or goals,
where a person’s intrinsic goals are taken as given—or as they would be if the
person had more accurate information. On the standard neo-Humean view, it is
a contingent matter whether a person has a good practical reason to be moral,
for people’s goals vary widely. A person who had no goal that would be well
served by morally appropriate behavior would have no practical reason to act
morally. True, most people have the goals of avoiding punishment and the dis-
approval of others, and it may be that these goals typically give them good prac-
tical reason to act morally. But this would be a purely instrumental reason to act
morally, and the existence of such a reason would be a contingent matter.

As against this position, some philosophers hold that an adequate account of
morality must show it to be a necessary truth that every person who is subject to
morality has good practical reason to be moral. If we accept this claim, there are
at least four ways to proceed. One is to concede that there may be rational agents
who are not subject to morality because they lack good practical reason to be
moral. This approach seems to embrace a skepticism about morality. A second
strategy is to adopt the view that a person’s goals, which, on the standard neo-
Humean view, determine what she has reason to do, also determine what morality
requires of her. This position is a version of ethical egoism, which I will discuss
briefly when I turn to issues in normative ethics. A third strategy involves amend-
ing the neo-Humean account of practical reason in an attempt to avoid the skep-
tical result. The difficulty is to motivate such an amendment without giving up
the basic idea that rationality is instrumental to serving one’s intrinsic goals. A
fourth strategy would involve abandoning the neo-Humean view by arguing that
compliance with morality is partly constitutive of rationality. Aristotelian and Kan-
tian theories take this approach.

Some theories of the latter kind have been called “constructivist” (Rawls,
1980). They can be seen as constructing ethics out of a theory of practical reason
or as “reducing” morality to practical reason. Versions of the second and third
strategies can also be seen this way.

David Gauthier took the third of these strategies in arguing for a contractarian
moral theory (Gauthier, 1986). In much of life, we need to cooperate and coor-
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dinate our actions with other people. As Railton explains, however, even if each
person acts rationally, according to a standard neo-Humean account, so that
everyone serves his goals as well as possible given what everyone else is doing, it
may be that everyone would have done better at serving his goals if everyone had
acted differently. A situation that illustrates this possibility is a so-called prisoners’
dilemma. In a prisoners’ dilemma, no one can do better for himself, given what
everyone else is doing, but everyone could do better for themselves if everyone
were to act otherwise. To achieve the situation that is better for everyone, however,
each must forego attempting to achieve what would be best for himself. Gauthier
concludes from this that it is not always genuinely rational to attempt to maximize
one’s own advantage. He went on to argue, in effect, that morality exists to solve
problems of cooperation and coordination that are modeled by the prisoners’
dilemma.

Intuitively, rational persons ought to be able to cooperate. Gauthier thinks
that a plausible account of rationality would dictate complying with agreements
to cooperate, provided that the other parties to the agreement were also likely to
comply. So, he concludes, rational persons would not be disposed to maximize
their own advantage in general and without restriction. Instead, rational persons
would be “constrained maximizers.” They would be disposed to comply with
systems of norms, mutual compliance with which would be mutually advanta-
geous, in situations in which it is reasonable to believe that those with whom they
are interacting are similarly disposed. This means that a rational person would
comply with morality, provided that doing so promised to be mutually advanta-
geous and provided that enough others were likely enough also to comply. This,
in brief, is Gauthier’s contractarianism.

There are two main objections. First, even in Gauthier’s view, it is a contingent
matter whether a given person has good practical reason to be moral. Whether
she does will depend on whether enough others are likely to comply and on
whether morality promises to benefit her in the circumstances, given her abilities
and goals. It might seem that an adequate account would show morality to have
a stronger and more internal connection to rationality than this. Second, Gau-
thier’s view treats morality as merely of instrumental value. It might seem that it
is intrinsically important to treat people fairly and that it is a mistake to view
fairness as worthy of respect only to the degree that it serves our goals to adopt
a disposition to be fair.

Kantian approaches are intended to show morality to have the intrinsic value
and tight internal connection to rationality that, so far, has seemed elusive. Kan-
tian moral theory is a fertile area of contemporary research that is especially
interesting because of the way it seeks to link metaethical issues with issues in
normative ethics. This book includes two chapters on Kantian theory. In one,
Stephen Darwall develops and defends a Kantian connection between morality
and rationality. In the other, Thomas E. Hill, Jr., explicates Kantian approaches
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to normative ethical theory. The volume also includes a chapter by Julia Annas
that, among other things, outlines an Aristotelian account of the connection be-
tween morality and rationality.

The basic Kantian doctrine is that moral obligations are categorical. There are,
however, different views about how best to spell out this idea. For Darwall, the
idea is that it is necessarily the case that if an action is morally wrong, there is a
reason not to do it; moreover, crucially, this reason has “genuine normative
weight,” such that anyone who is deliberating rationally will take it into account
as appropriate and assign it conclusive weight. Darwall accepts this thesis, but he
sees it as difficult to support. In summary, he argues that neo-Humean theories
cannot accommodate it and that typical forms of moral realism also cannot ac-
commodate it. He argues as well that Christine Korsgaard’s recent neo-Kantian
attempts to support it are unsuccessful (Korsgaard, 1996). Indeed Darwall thinks
that Kant’s arguments need to be supplemented.

Darwall’s own argument begins from an idea of moral responsibility. A moral
agent is responsible for complying with the demands of morality, and responsi-
bility implies the capacity to respond to the moral demands placed on oneself.
Moral agents view each other as responsible, moreover, in that they hold each
other liable to respond to the demands placed on them.® Darwall holds that an
assumption of “reciprocal accountability” of this kind is essential to the practice
of holding people to be subject to moral obligations, and he argues that reciprocal
accountability presupposes that other people can see the reasons for acting the
way we say they are obligated to act. It also presupposes that the reasons in
question are independent of the variable ends or goals these people might have,
for we put forward claims of moral obligation to people merely as moral agents,
not as people with special ends or goals. Moreover, in putting forward a demand,
we assume the person addressed is capable of complying. Hence, in putting for-
ward such demands we presuppose that people can act on reasons that are in-
dependent of their variable ends or goals. We presuppose that, in this sense, people
are autonomous and capable of acting on moral reasons.

As we saw, Darwall begins with a conception of moral responsibility. In his
chapter, John Fischer explores a variety of conceptions of moral responsibility and
their connection to the idea of free will. His main focus is on the challenge of
causal determinism. We typically take it that we have the freedom to choose what
to do from a menu of alternatives, each of which is open to us. But the thesis of
causal determinism says that everything we do is caused deterministically by
events that happened in the past. It seems to follow from this that we do not
have the freedom to choose. For it seems to follow that the “choice” we make
from the “menu of alternatives” available to us at a given time was determined
by events that happened prior to the choice. If so, it seems, we lacked the power
to choose or to do otherwise than we did.

The thesis of causal determinism challenges moral theory in a variety of
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places. It seems to imply that we are not free to determine how we will act. It
may even imply that we have no obligation to do anything other than what we
actually do. For it is standardly assumed that we have an obligation to do some-
thing only if we can do it—“ought” implies “can”—and causal determinism seems
to imply that we have no power to act differently from the way we actually act.
Finally, the thesis of causal determinism appears to imply that we lack moral
responsibility for our actions. For it is often assumed that we are morally re-
sponsible for doing something only if we could have done otherwise, and causal
determinism seems to imply that we have no power to do other than we actually
do. Fischer explores all of these worries.

3. NORMATIVE ETHICS

In turning from metaethics to normative ethics, we turn from issues about ethics
to issues in ethics. We turn to questions such as: What kinds of actions are right
or wrong? What kind of person should one be? There are many theories about
these issues. In thinking about the differences among them, it is helpful to con-
sider the answers they give to two closely related questions. What is the basic
matter of moral concern? And what are the fundamental or basic moral truths?
The disputes posed by these questions are central to normative ethics.

First, what is the basic or fundamental matter of moral concern? Is it the
kind of life we should live? Is it the kind of person we should be? Is it the actions
we perform? Is it the kind of character we have? Is it our motivations or inten-
tions? Is it goodness or value—either the goodness in a person’s own life, or the
overall goodness of the state of the world and the condition of people in the
world? Second, what are the fundamental or basic moral truths? Are they prop-
ositions about the kind of life we should live? Are they propositions about the
kind of person we should be? Are they about the kinds of actions we are required
to perform, or about the kind of character we ought to have, or about our mo-
tivations or intentions? Or are they propositions about goodness or value? Typi-
cally, a theory that proposes or argues that certain moral truths are basic to ethics
then attempts to support other moral propositions by deriving them in one way
or another from the basic truths. But theories can differ in how they attempt to
do this, and they can also differ in their views about the exact status of the truths
they take to be basic. Of course, a theory could instead reject the idea that there
are moral truths that are basic in any interesting sense. And a theory could take
it that all or several of the matters of concern are equally fundamental, thereby
denying that there is a basic matter of moral concern.
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It is useful to categorize moral theories on the basis, inter alia, of the positions
they take on these disputes. As we will see in what follows, there is a tendency
for a theory to take the same position on both disputes. That is, there is a tendency
to hold that the basic moral truths, if any, are propositions about the basic matter
of concern. In classic virtue theories, for example, the basic concern is with the
kind of person we should be, or with the kind of character we should have, and,
in these theories, propositions about what kind of person to be or about what
kind of character to have are treated as fundamental to morality. In the ethics of
care, the basic concern is with relationships motivated by care, and the basic moral
truths are about such relationships. In standard deontology, the basic concern is
with right action or moral duty and the basic moral truths are propositions about
our duties. In Kantian theory, the basic concern is with rational agency. The
fundamental moral truths are judgments about rational agency, such as judgments
about the maxims that a rational agent could will to be universal laws or judg-
ments about the respect owed to rational agency. In rights-based theories, the
basic concern is with rights, and the fundamental moral truths are propositions
about the rights we have. Consequentialism presents a more complex situation,
however. In consequentialism, the basic truths are or include propositions about
intrinsic value or goodness. In different kinds of consequentialism, however, dif-
ferent things are taken to be matters of basic concern. In act consequentialism,
the basic concern seems to be with right action, and the rightness of an action is
a matter of the value of its consequences. In virtue consequentialism, the basic
concern is with our character, and the best traits of character are those, the having
of which tends to lead to the best consequences. In all forms of consequentialism,
however, the basic truths are or include propositions about goodness.’

The two disputes I have been discussing may seem intractable, but they are
in the background of a debate that has dominated normative moral theory, a
debate about the theory of right action. The moral assessment of actions is a
central concern in our moral life. In any situation, we can wonder what would
be the right thing to do. A theory of right action attempts to answer the question,
What are the basic factors that determine which actions are right and which are
wrong? Or, what are the right-making properties of actions? A theory of right
action is shaped by a conception of what is fundamental to morality. Theories
that disagree about the content of the basic moral truths, or about the basic matter
of moral concern, can be expected to disagree as well about right action. They
will differ about the basic right-making properties.

To be sure, some normative theories do not aim to provide a theory of right
action. Julia Annas proposes a kind of virtue ethics in her chapter, and Virginia
Held defends an ethic of care; neither of them provides a theory of right action.
They would deny that moral philosophy needs to provide such a theory, or per-
haps that it can provide one. They would argue that disputes over right action
have distracted moral theory from more central concerns.
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Among approaches that do aim to provide a theory of right action, the central
divide is between consequentialist and nonconsequentialist theories. Consequen-
tialist theories share the basic idea that the rightness of an action depends in some
way on the promotion of the good. Hence, consequentialism grounds the theory
of right action in a theory of intrinsic good, or a theory of value. It is in this way
that consequentialism takes propositions about the good to be basic or funda-
mental. It is difficult, however, to draw the distinction between consequentialism
and nonconsequentialism in a precise way, and the distinction has sometimes
been contested. The problem is that different kinds of consequentialism specify
the right-making property in different ways, even if all specify that it is a function
of the promotion of goodness. We can say that a consequentialist theory of right
action proposes a criterion that takes the rightness of an action to be a function
of the promotion of intrinsic goodness. But different theories propose different
functions, and consequentialists also disagree about what things are intrinsically
good.

Nonconsequentialist theories of right action include deontological theories,
rights-based theories, and Kantian theories. The term “deontological” is often used
to describe any such theory. But as I use the term, deontological theories are those
that take the basic matter of moral concern and the fundamental moral truths to
be about the rightness of actions or about our duties. Understood in this way,
Kantian theories and rights-based theories are not best viewed as kinds of deon-
tology. They are nonconsequentialist, but they share with consequentialism the
idea that judgments about the rightness of action are derivative. In consequen-
tialism, such judgments are derivative from judgments about value or goodness.
In Kantian theories, they are derivative from judgments about rational agency. In
rights-based theories, they are derivative from judgments about rights.!°

It is convenient to begin with consequentialism because the best known con-
sequentialist theories have a relatively simple structure and because other kinds
of normative theory typically situate themselves in relation to consequentialism.
I therefore turn to the chapter on value theory by Thomas Hurka. Value theory
is important in its own right, which is sufficient reason to consider it, but con-
sequentialism lacks content unless it is combined with a theory of value.

It is important to distinguish the idea of an intrinsic good from the idea of
an instrumental or extrinsic good. Instrumental goods are good or valuable only
because of something else they bring about—something that is good in itself—
whereas intrinsic goods are good in themselves. It is plausible, for instance, that
enjoyment and understanding are intrinsic goods, whereas money is good only
instrumentally—because of the intrinsic goods it can perhaps buy. The distinction
between the intrinsic and the instrumental can be drawn in different ways, as
Hurka explains. The main point, however, is that our concern should be with
intrinsic goods. The first step is to come to an understanding of what things are
intrinsically good.
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Hurka holds, very plausibly, that there is a great variety of intrinsic goods.
He argues against hedonism, which is the view that only pleasure is intrinsically
good, and against desire theories, which hold that the good in a person’s life is
her getting what she desires intrinsically—or what he would so desire if he were
rational and informed. He favors a kind of perfectionism; that is, he favors a view
according to which the good is not determined by desire but rather should guide
desire, and according to which pleasure is not the only intrinsic good. Perfectionist
theories set standards for our improvement or betterment, both with respect to
what we desire and with respect to what gives us pleasure. Most perfectionist
theories are pluralistic, listing a variety of goods, including such things as knowl-
edge, friendship, creativity, and moral virtue. Hurka discusses strategies a perfec-
tionist theory might follow to explain the unity in the set of intrinsic goods and
to explain how various kinds of goods can be compared.

The most simple kind of consequentialist theory is “act consequentialism,”
according to which the morally required action in a situation is the action that,
among the agent’s options, produces, or would produce, the most good. But there
is an enormous variety of consequentialist theories, and debates about their plau-
sibility and formulation are astonishingly complex.

To begin with, consequentialists disagree about the theory of intrinsic good.
Some are hedonists; some accept a desire theory; and some are perfectionists. A
hedonist who accepted a simple act consequentialism would be committed to
saying, for example, that a person is morally required to visit a friend in hospital
just in case this is the option that would produce the most pleasure overall.
Indeed, she would be committed to saying that a person is morally permitted to
visit a friend in hospital only if there is no alternative that would produce more
pleasure. But a perfectionist might hold that friendship is intrinsically good and,
moreover, that the direct expression of friendship itself has great intrinsic value.
Because of this, she might hold that there is always moral good to be gained by
expressing friendship through such acts as visiting a friend in hospital. Hence,
unless a person with a friend in hospital could do more good in some other way,
she is permitted and indeed required to visit her friend.

Consequentialists disagree about other matters as well. Most important, they
disagree about how to formulate the criterion of right action—about the precise
relation between goodness and rightness. A modest amendment of act conse-
quentialism would take into account the fact that the consequences of an action
can be uncertain or unfixed. It would say that the rightness of an action depends
on the expected value of its consequences rather than the actual value of its con-
sequences—the expected value of an action is a measure constructed by taking
the value of its consequences in different possible scenarios, weighing these values
by the probability of the scenarios, and aggregating the weighted values into a
measure of the overall value of the action.
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Some consequentialists favor a simple and direct criterion, such as the act
consequentialist criterion, but there are alternatives.!' Some favor a much more
indirect criterion. An example is “rule consequentialism,” according to which an
act is morally required if and only if it is required by the code of rules the currency
of which in society would have the best consequences. There are varieties of rule
consequentialism, depending on how precisely we understand such things as the
currency of a code of rules. In principle, a rule consequentialist might think that
a person is morally required to visit a friend in the hospital because treating
friends this way is a generally beneficial practice—even if the consequences on a
particular occasion are less good than the consequences would be of not visiting
the friend.

So far I have been comparing direct and indirect criteria of right action. But
consider the question of how such a criterion is to be used. The question is
whether people ought to think about what to do by applying the criterion, or in
some other way. There is a debate about this both among act consequentialists
and between them and their critics. This debate is also sometimes described as
concerned with a kind of indirection. The so-called direct view says to apply the
criterion in moral decision-making. An act consequentialist who took this view
would recommend that we decide what to do by considering which of our actions
would have the best consequences. He would recommend, in effect, that we pur-
sue the good directly. He would treat the act consequentialist principle as both a
decision procedure and a criterion of rightness. McNaughton and Rawling discuss
some of the problems with this approach. The so-called indirect view treats the
principle simply as a criterion of rightness and rejects the idea that it is to be
used in general as a decision procedure. It says that the question of how to decide
is itself one that is to be determined by the criterion (Bales, 1971). On this view,
a consequentialist theory recommends that we decide what to do in the way that
the criterion implies is the right way. For act consequentialism, this is the way of
deciding such that deciding in that way would have the best consequences. The
right way to decide might not involve the direct pursuit of good consequences,
for it might be best to decide what to do by following traditional moral rules
without giving any thought to consequences. Perhaps, for example, it would be
best to be moved directly by friendship, in visiting our friend in the hospital,
rather than to worry about costs and benefits. The calculating attitude that weighs
costs and benefits could have negative consequences for our friendships and for
other intrinsic goods. In light of problems with the direct view, act consequen-
tialists tend to favor this indirect view. McNaughton and Rawling and other critics
argue that the indirect view is also problematic.

There are, then, many forms of consequentialism. Anyone defending conse-
quentialism must choose his poison. Anyone attacking it as a general style of
theorizing must attack every variety. She must find some underlying mistake or
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problem that is common to all kinds of consequentialism. In doing so, she must
bear in mind the variety of theories of value as well as the variety of forms of
direction and indirection.

The complexity among alternatives to consequentialism is at least as striking
as the complexity among forms of consequentialism. The Ten Commandments
offer a familiar deontological view. But even here we must remember that rule
consequentialism might recommend the Ten Commandments as the best set of
rules for our society.

In their chapter, David McNaughton and Piers Rawling aim to defend a
“Rossian” deontology of the kind that was first articulated by David Ross (1930).
Rossian deontology postulates a plurality of basic moral principles, such as the
principle not to harm people and the principle of promise keeping. The duties
postulated by these principles are prima facie, in that they can conflict with one
another, and when they do, the relative importance of the conflicting duties must
be weighed in order to determine what to do, all things considered.

A Rossian principle may seem to imply that a relevant corresponding property
of actions is always right-making or wrong-making. For example, the principle
that we ought not to lie may seem to imply that lying always at least tends to be
wrong. Some “particularists” would argue, however, that no property of actions
is always right-making or wrong-making in a way that would support the truth
of a Rossian principle. In their chapter, Mark Lance and Margaret Little aim to
clarify what is at issue in debates about particularism. On their account, partic-
ularism is the denial that there are true moral principles with all of the classical
characteristics of being exceptionless, explanatory, and epistemically useful. On
this showing, Rossian deontology may be a kind of particularism because it allows
that there are exceptions to its basic moral principles.

Traditional deontology recognizes three significant moral statuses. First are
constraints, such as the duty not to kill innocent people. These duties constrain
us even when a prohibited action has good consequences. For example, to take a
far-fetched example, the duty not to torture prohibits torturing Allan even if by
doing so we could prevent someone else from torturing Bill and Carol. Second
are duties of special relationship, such as duties of friendship and duties of family.
And third are options. We normally think that there is a limit to how much good
we are morally required to bring about. Traditional deontology agrees that there
is a limit and gives us options to pursue our own projects even in circumstances
where we could otherwise do more good. McNaughton and Rawling object to
consequentialism mainly on the basis that it cannot account for options and the
duties of special relationship. They think, for example, that duties of friendship
are morally basic in a way that consequentialism misses, since it sees everything
of moral significance as boiling down to issues about the impersonal good. More-
over, our concern for our own lives and personal projects is basic. Rule conse-
quentialism may make room for options, but only if the currency of a system of
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rules with options works best overall. This makes room for options but without
giving a fundamental significance to our own personal concerns.

The most surprising aspect of McNaughton and Rawling’s view is that they
reject constraints. Deontology has been bedeviled for thirty years by a line of
argument according to which deontological constraints are paradoxical. The idea
is basically as follows. If it is forbidden to torture Allan, then it must be a bad
thing if Allan is tortured. But suppose that someone else will torture Bill and
Carol unless I torture Allan. If it is forbidden to torture, it must be worse (other
things being equal) if two people are tortured than if only one is tortured. So it
is better (other things being equal) if I torture Allan, thereby ensuring that Bill
and Carol are not tortured, than if I do not torture Allan, thereby ensuring that
Bill and Carol are both tortured. Given this, it seems, it would be paradoxical if
there were a constraint against torture that prohibits torturing one person to
prevent the torturing of two. Yet the idea that my torturing one can be justified
by the fact that I would be saving two from torture is a consequentialist idea. It
appears, then, that instead of imposing constraints against torturing, a plausible
view would treat torturing as a bad to be avoided. It would be a form of conse-
quentialism.'?

McNaughton and Rawling do not draw the consequentialist conclusion, but
they find the argument against deontological constraints to be successful. They
therefore adopt a deontology that rejects constraints of a traditional kind, such
as constraints against lying and torture. They do hold, however, that there are a
variety of proscriptions that are not constraints. For example, they hold that there
is an absolute prohibition against killing someone when one’s only motivation is
personal gain and when there are no (other) reasons to kill. What they deny is
that there are “proscriptions that admit the possibility of, and forbid, their own
violation to good effect.”

The defensibility of this overall position needs to be investigated. Part of the
problem is that McNaughton and Rawling accept duties of special relationship
even though such duties are a kind of constraint. I have a duty to care for my
children even if, by neglecting them, I would set an example that would lead to
an overall improvement in parents’ caring for their children. It is not clear why
we should think duties of this kind survive the critique of constraints if the duty
not to torture does not. Moreover, intuitively, there is a constraint against torture.
Intuitively, it would be morally wrong (other things being equal) to torture one
person even if this is the only way to prevent two other people from being tor-
tured.

McNaughton and Rawling hold that the Rossian principles are the most basic
and fundamental normative moral truths. Accordingly, they reject a variety of
attempts to derive or to ground deontology. It may be possible, however, to
provide deontology with a kind of extra-moral grounding, even if McNaughton
and Rawling are correct that the Rossian rules are the most fundamental moral
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truths. Such a grounding could perhaps embrace constraints. There is a view
according to which, roughly, a system of moral rules is justified or authoritative
just in case its currency in society would improve social cohesion and otherwise
enable a society to meet its needs (Copp, 1995). It might be argued that a deon-
tological moral code that includes constraints would be best suited to filling this
role, and that this is sufficient to ground a deontology with constraints. This kind
of grounding is structurally similar to the grounding that might be offered in rule
consequentialism, but it is not consequentialist. Rule consequentialism depends
on a view about the value of states of affairs and uses this view in justifying the
code of rules the currency of which would have the best consequences. But the
strategy at issue here does not depend on the idea that social cohesion is valuable.
It proposes an extra-moral grounding of morality rather than a moral justification
of a code of rules.'

The concept of a deontic constraint is closely related to the concept of a
moral right. A right of the kind at issue—a claim-right—entails a constraint on
others, an obligation not to treat the right-holder in a specified way. So under-
stood, there is a right against being tortured only if there is a constraint against
torture. Some philosophers have aspired to build a rights-based moral theory in
which propositions about rights are taken to be basic (Mackie, 1978). But it is
more natural to see rights as one element in a pluralistic deontology.

One of the central goals in the chapter by Hillel Steiner is to show what
would be lost in a moral theory that failed to recognize claim-rights. Robert
Nozick pointed out that it is possible to treat the minimization of rights-violations
as an end to be achieved in a “utilitarianism of rights,” a kind of consequentialism
that treats the minimization of rights-violation as the central moral good. How-
ever, such a view does not treat rights as entailing the existence of constraints. So
even if it recognizes a “right against torture,” it does not recognize a claim-right
against torture. Consequently, Steiner wants to argue, it fails to establish a proper
moral status for persons. Nozick argued that claim-rights “reflect the underlying
Kantian principle that individuals are ends and not merely means” (Nozick, 1974,
pp- 28-32). Steiner agrees.

One might think that Nozick’s Kantian approach answers the paradox of
deontology, but this is unclear. For it can seem paradoxical that Allan’s status as
an end could preclude me from treating him as a mere means even if my doing
so is the only way I can prevent Bill and Carol from being treated as mere means.
The difficulty may only have been moved to a new level.

David Brink aims to defend a kind of perfectionist consequentialism in his
chapter. He agrees in broad terms with McNaughton and Rawling that there are
no traditional deontological constraints and that an adequate moral theory must
give a plausible account of options and of duties of special relationship. He thinks,
however, that an agent-relative consequentialism can do the trick. An agent-
relative consequentialism can give special significance to the concerns and projects
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of the agent, thereby making room for options, and it can give special significance
to the consequences of actions for those to whom the agent stands in special
relationships, thereby making room for the duties of special relationship.

Traditional consequentialism is agent-neutral. It takes the consequences of an
action—or of the currency of a rule, et cetera—for the good of anyone to matter,
and to matter to the same degree (to the rightness of the action), provided that
the degree of good effect is the same. There is also, however, an agent-relative
form of consequentialism, called ethical egoism, according to which the right
action is the action that would have the best consequences for the agent. Brink’s
view is a close relative of ethical egoism, if not a kind of egoism. Brink holds that
the consequences of an action that determine whether it is right are consequences
for the agent’s good. Good consequences matter only if and to the extent that they
are good for the agent.

Brink holds, however, that the good of an agent is not restricted to goods
that “fall within” the agent’s life. If you and I are related in certain ways, he
thinks, it can be intrinsically good for me that a good falls in your life. For
example, if you are a friend, an enjoyment experienced by you might be intrin-
sically good for me as well as for you.

To support this view, Brink takes up a line of argument about personal iden-
tity that is found in the work of Derek Parfit. As time goes by, I pass through a
variety of psychological states. Many of these are continuous with other states or
are connected to others in the way that a memory is connected to the event of
which it is a memory, or in the way that an early childhood plan to become a
firefighter can be continuous with one’s later career as a teacher by means of a
chain of decisions. Parfit proposed that a stream of psychological states over time
constitutes a person just when—roughly, and ignoring certain complications—
the events in the stream have a characteristic kind and degree of connectedness
and continuity. He proposed that personal identity is best understood as depend-
ing on psychological connectedness and continuity (Parfit, 1984, pp. 204—209).
Brink suggests that, since you and I can have interlocking plans and lives, there
might be the same kind of psychological connectedness and continuity between
our psychologies as there is within each of our psychologies. The difference is
perhaps only a matter of degree. But if so, then perhaps the difference between
distinct persons is no more significant morally than the difference between distinct
stages in the life of one person. If personal identity boils down to psychological
connectedness and continuity, then its moral significance boils down to the sig-
nificance of psychological connectedness and continuity.

This line of reasoning suggests that the moral value to me of a good received
by someone depends on the degree to which the person is psychologically con-
nected to and continuous with me. An agent-relative consequentialism can hold
that consequences of an action that determine its moral status are consequences
for the good of those who are psychologically connected to and continuous with
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the agent, and that the degree to which such consequences affect the action’s
moral status depends, other things being equal, on the degree to which those
affected are psychologically connected to and continuous with the agent.

The Parfitian account of personal identity raises issues in metaphysics that lie
outside the realm of moral philosophy. But let me briefly raise a worry about
Brink’s use of it. Suppose that you and I are friends, and both of us have head-
aches. On Brink’s view, your headache has the same kind of significance to my
good as my own headache has, even though, since your headache is not as closely
connected as my headache is to the psychological stream that is identical to me,
your headache has a lesser degree of significance for my good than my headache
does. This seems incorrect. Intuitively, my headache diminishes my good directly,
by its very nature, while if yours diminishes my good, it does so only instrumen-
tally or indirectly, because I care about you. On Brink’s view, if T have one dose
of painkiller, then my duty with respect to the use of it is determined by the effect
it would have on each of the headaches weighted by the degree to which the
person whose headache would be helped is psychologically related to me. So if
our headaches are roughly equally bad and would benefit from the painkiller to
roughly the same degree, I would be wrong to give it to you. This also seems
incorrect. It illustrates the affinity between Brink’s view and ethical egoism, for a
standard kind of ethical egoism would have the same implication.

It may seem at this point that in order to make progress in the debate between
deontology and consequentialism, we need to seek to ground in some way the
approach we take to normative issues. It is time, then, to turn to Kantian moral
theory. Kantian theory seeks to ground moral judgments in a metaethical doctrine
about the relation between morality and rationality.

Thomas E. Hill, Jr., explores the variety of ways in which Kant, and contem-
porary philosophers who are applying and extending Kant’s views, deal with nor-
mative issues. Kant holds that the fundamental principle of morality is the Cat-
egorical Imperative, but he offers several different formulations of it. Hill examines
problems in the interpretation and application of each of these formulations. He
begins with the formula of universal law: “Act only on that maxim by which you
can at the same time will that it should become a universal law” (Kant, 2002,
p- 222 [4:402])."* His fundamental worry about this formulation is that it does
not seem to explain what is wrong with wrongful actions, such as failing to help
others. As he says, the wrongness of slavery does not seem to be explained by
pointing out that it is impossible for everyone to act on the maxim of the slave-
owner. Kant’s second formulation of the Categorical Imperative is the so-called
formula of humanity: “Act in such a way that you treat humanity, whether in
your own person or in any other person, always at the same time as an end, never
merely as a means” (229230 [4:429]). Alan Donagan (1977) has interpreted this
formula as requiring respect for persons. Hill thinks that the idea of respecting
persons is too vague to guide action. He suggests viewing Kant’s formulations of
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the Categorical Imperative as different attempts to describe a point of view that
can shape discussion and deliberation, rather than as attempts to state a precise
criterion of right action or a precise decision procedure. On this basis, he proposes
the idea of a Kantian legislative perspective, a perspective from which we can
deliberate about proposed moral rules. In this, Hill is building on Kant’s idea of
a “kingdom of ends” (234 [4:433]).

One might view Thomas Scanlon’s recent “contractualist” proposal as likewise
proposing a perspective for moral deliberation rather than a precise criterion or
decision procedure. Moral deliberation, says Scanlon, is fundamentally a matter
of “thinking about what could be justified to others on grounds that they, if
appropriately motivated, could not reasonably reject” (Scanlon, 1998, p.5). An
action is wrong, he says, if it “would be disallowed by any principle” that “could
not reasonably be rejected, by people who were moved to find principles for the
general regulation of behavior that others, similarly motivated, could not reason-
ably reject” (4). McNaughton and Rawling discuss Scanlon’s approach in some
detail.

Moral theory has been dominated by the debate about right action that I
have been discussing, and many philosophers regret this. Virtue theory holds that
the most fundamental matter of moral concern is the character of a virtuous
person. The ethics of care holds that the most fundamental matter of moral
concern is caring relationships. Both approaches aspire to turn normative theory
away from a preoccupation with right action and toward an assessment of the
broader issues of how to live and what kind of person to be. It is not that these
approaches hold that issues about right action are unimportant. The idea is that
they are secondary issues and that they cannot properly be understood until we
have an adequate theory of moral virtue or of caring.

Any complete moral theory would have to make room for the idea of vir-
tuous, caring agency. Nothing prevents an account of the virtues from being
incorporated into a pluralistic moral theory alongside an account of moral duty.
It can also be incorporated into a consequentialist framework.'”> But some phi-
losophers, inspired in many cases by their reading of Aristotle’s moral philosophy,
believe that a theory that is adequate to the subtle experience of a mature moral
agent must take moral character to be the basic moral concern. Virtue ethics, so
understood, is widely seen to have great promise, and in recent years, a number
of new approaches to virtue have appeared in the philosophical literature (see
Copp and Sobel, 2004).

Julia Annas advocates an ambitious program of virtue ethics. In her chapter,
she lays out the structure of virtue theory as it was developed in what she calls
the classical version of the virtue ethics tradition. Such a theory was first articu-
lated in a clear way by Aristotle, but Annas holds that the basic features of Ar-
istotelian virtue ethics are common to all ancient ethical theory. Some contem-
porary versions of virtue ethics reject certain aspects of the classical theory and
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can best be understood by comparison with the classical version of virtue theory.
Annas holds, however, that the classical version is the most attractive and defen-
sible.

Theories in the classical tradition claim that moral virtue is necessary if one
is to flourish. Annas insists that this does not mean that these theories ground
virtue in self-interest, for in the classical view, flourishing is explained as consisting
in part in being virtuous. A virtuous person must be fair, kind, generous, and so
on, and his virtues lead him to be wholehearted in doing things for others. Virtue
is a “disposition to do the right thing for the right reason in the appropriate
way—honestly, courageously, and so on.” It therefore involves acting both with
an appropriate affect—with sympathy, for example—and with an appropriate
understanding of the reasons for so acting.

In view of the latter point, one might think that virtue ethics cannot avoid
problems in the theory of right action. Annas explains, however, that in the
classical tradition, ethical understanding is viewed as involving the acquisition of
something like a skill rather than learning a criterion of right action. A virtuous
person has the skill to determine the right way to act. The rest of us may need
to use principles and rules. But, as Annas explains it, virtue ethics denies that
there is a criterion of right action. In virtue theory, it is true that, roughly, the
right action is the action that a virtuous person would perform. But this is not
intended to specify a right-making property. It is not meant to serve as a principle,
or a criterion, or a decision rule.

The ethics of care sees a disposition to care appropriately for others as the
chief characteristic of a morally desirable psychology. Such a disposition can be
viewed as a virtue. In her chapter, however, Virginia Held rejects the idea that
the ethics of care is a kind of virtue theory on the ground that its focus is on
caring relations between people rather than on caring dispositions. The ethics of
care clearly is not a virtue theory in the classical tradition discussed by Annas,
for it rejects the idea that the proper exercise of practical reason is needed to
enable one to determine how to act. It holds that the moral emotions, such as
empathy and sensitivity, guide us to act properly. Beyond this, the ethics of care
stresses the moral importance of meeting people’s needs, especially the needs of
people to whom we are related either intimately or in a relation that brings special
responsibility, such as the relation to an infant. Society includes persons in various
degrees of dependency. Caring is the glue that holds this together.

One could perhaps view the ethics of care as supplementing more traditional
theories by stressing the importance of the moral emotions and situations of
dependency. Yet it is intended as a new approach, on a par with deontology,
consequentialism, and virtue theory. The ethics of care developed out of reflection
on the implications of feminist insights for moral theory. Carol Gilligan’s work
in moral psychology was highly influential. Gilligan (1982) found that while boys
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tended to interpret certain stories as raising issues of justice, girls tended to in-
terpret the stories as raising issues of care. Some philosophers found this sugges-
tive of a new approach to ethics, and argued for the superiority of the perspective
of care. Held cautions us, however, that issues of justice arise within caring re-
lationships, so that a complete theory cannot ignore justice.

Both virtue theory and the ethics of care deny that moral understanding
depends on a knowledge of principles of right action. These approaches to nor-
mative theory therefore tend to be sympathetic to particularism, which is dis-
cussed in the chapter by Lance and Little.

In order to evaluate the various theories I have been discussing, philosophers
construct imaginary examples and then compare what the theories say about the
examples with their “moral intuitions.” I followed this strategy in objecting to
some of the theories I have discussed. Philosophers pursue a similar strategy in
evaluating metaethical theories, for a metaethical theory can be tested to see
whether it conflicts with pretheoretical beliefs about morality. It might be objected
that our moral intuitions may merely reflect our own parochial culture and that
our pretheoretical intuitions may rest on naivete and inadequate thought. In his
chapter, Michael DePaul examines in detail the methodology of seeking a “wide-
reflective equilibrium” between theory and intuition. He argues that there is no
sensible alternative, since the method basically consists in reflecting thoroughly
and then trusting the conclusions we reach.

Moral philosophy can have an immediate significance for our lives that many
other abstract areas of philosophy do not have. Normative theories have impli-
cations for how we are to live. And while metaethical theories may not have such
implications, they can have implications for how we are to understand the im-
plications of normative theory, so they can affect our understanding of claims
about how we are to live. It is appropriate, therefore, to inquire into the relation
between the theories we have examined and moral practice.

This is the topic of Gerald Dworkin’s chapter. Dworkin argues that we need
to make use of moral principles in order to satisfy a normative requirement on
responsible moral inquiry and discourse—the requirement of “consistency,” or
systematic coherence. This is the requirement to conduct moral inquiry and dis-
course in such a way that our decisions about how to live are not “arbitrary” but
are “principled,” in a familiar intuitive sense. He therefore argues, by implication,
that an adequate moral theory must articulate and defend moral principles.

This has been an introduction to moral theory wrapped around an intro-
duction to the chapters in this book. The volume will have served us well if it
helps to raise the level of debate in moral philosophy and to foster a heightened
level of responsiveness and reasonableness in moral discourse.
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Several people provided helpful comments on earlier drafts of this essay, and I am
grateful to all of them. I am especially grateful to Daniel Boisvert, Jamie Dreier, Tom
Hurka, Kirk Ludwig, David McNaughton, Marina Oshana, Piers Rawling, Geoff Sayre-
McCord, Jon Tresan, Anton Tupa, and Crystal Thorpe.

1. Quinn explains that a divine command view is compatible with a variety of posi-
tions on the relation between divine commands and ethical statuses such as rightness
and wrongness. One view, for example, is that wrongness is identical to the property of
being forbidden by God. Another is that wrongness is distinct from the property of be-
ing forbidden by God, but its instantiantion is brought about by the commands of God.
Quinn takes the latter position. Both of these positions are versions of moral realism. I
should note that, technically, a kind of divine command view could be offered as a nor-
mative theory rather than a metaethical theory. Such a view would hold that our most
fundamental moral duty is to obey God’s commands. This duty would not depend,
however, on God’s commanding that we obey him. It would be prior to God’s com-
mands. A view of this kind is compatible with a variety of metaethical positions includ-
ing noncognitivism as well as moral realism. In what follows, I will explain what these
positions come to as well as the distinction between a normative theory and a meta-
ethical theory.

2. Theists often hold that it is a necessary truth that God exists. On this view, the
conditional that if God does not exist, there are no obligations, has a necessarily false
antecedent. There is controversy about the evaluation of conditionals with necessarily
false antecedents, but a discussion of the controversy would be beyond the scope of this
chapter. It seems to me that an adequate account would treat the foregoing conditional
as following from the divine command theory, for its consequent follows from the con-
junction of its antecedent with the theory. That is, there is a valid argument from the
conjunction of the proposition that God does not exist and the divine command theory
to the proposition that there are no obligations. (I am grateful to Kirk Ludwig for help-
ful discussion of this issue.) If one takes the first horn of the Euthyphro dilemma in-
stead of the horn chosen by Quinn, one can avoid this difficulty. For on this view, God
commands that one do one’s duty, but our duties are obligatory independently of God’s
commands. Hence, God’s non-existence does not, or would not, mean we have no obli-
gations. But this view is incompatible with the divine command theory.

3. Moral realism is compatible with any theory about the nature of properties, in-
cluding nominalism. See note 4. In what follows, I treat relations, such as the relation of
being morally better than, as a kind of property. On some theories, rightness and wrong-
ness themselves are best understood as relations. See Copp, 1995, pp. 218—223. See chap-
ter 9 of this book, by James Dreier.

4. That is, the first realist doctrine is to be interpreted such that the term “prop-
erty,” as it occurs there, ascribes the same metaphysical status to moral properties, such
as wrongness, as it ascribes to a non-moral property such as redness when it is predi-
cated of such a property. A moral realist can be a nominalist, for although she says
there are moral properties, she says they have the metaphysical status that any other
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property has, whatever that is. Some philosophers would deny that there are any prop-
erties at all. But I take it that they do not mean to deny that red things have the “char-
acteristic” of being red. They mean to reject the standard philosophical theories about
the nature of such characteristics. They would agree that sentences such as “There are
properties such as redness” can be used to express truths, but they reject standard phil-
osophical theories of their truth conditions. If so, they may be in a position to accept
moral realism.

5. A moral claim is “basic” in the sense at issue just in case it is (or could be ex-
pressed in English by a sentence) of the form, ‘A is M'—where ‘M’ is replaced by a
moral predicate and ‘A’ is replaced by a term that refers to or picks out a person, action
or action-type, character trait, social institution, or the like. A moral realist would say
that a basic moral claim ascribes a moral property. An example of a basic claim is the
claim that capital punishment is wrong. The proposition that nothing is morally wrong
is not basic.

6. For an example of a cognitivist functionalism that is roughly of this kind, see
Foot, 2001. For a critique, see FitzPatrick, 2000.

7. For the idea of a “response-dependent” property, see Wedgwood, 1998.

8. A similar view is proposed in Oshana, 1997. Various other conceptions of moral
responsibility are discussed by John Fischer in chapter 12 of this book.

9. My thinking about the two central disputes, and especially about the idea of a
basic matter of moral concern, has been influenced by Shelly Kagan’s discussion of
foundational normative theories, and especially by his idea that consequentialist theories
can have different “evaluative focal points.” See Kagan, 1998, pp. 202—204. I have bene-
fited from the helpful comments of Daniel Boisvert, David McNaughton, Piers Rawling,
and Jon Tresan.

10. To be sure, Kantian theory takes rational agency to be valuable, and rights-
based theories take rights to be valuable. But they take judgments about rational agency,
or about rights, respectively, to be basic or fundamental, not judgments about value.
They do not qualify as consequentialist merely because they would agree that what, for
them, is the basic matter of moral concern is also valuable.

11. According to act consequentialism, as I formulated it, the right action is the
available action that would maximize the good. One might instead think that any alter-
native is permitted, provided it is above a threshold. Brink discusses a variety of possi-
ble views.

12. This is a crude presentation of an argument that first appeared in Nozick, 1974,
pp- 29-31, and was then elaborated in detail in Scheffler, 1982, ch. 4.

13. See Copp, 1995, pp. 201—209. The basic idea is that a moral code that is “justi-
fied” thereby has a truth-grounding status, a status such that relevantly corresponding
moral propositions are true. Hence, if a justified code includes a constraint against tor-
ture, then it is true that torture is wrong. Braybrooke (2003) argues that such a position
falls within the natural law tradition, broadly conceived. He says, “Natural law theory
founds moral judgments on what, given the nature of human beings and ever-present
circumstances, enables people to live together in thriving communities” (p. 125).

14. Numbers in brackets refer to the volume and page number in the standard
Prussian Academy edition.

15. This can be done in different ways, as illustrated in Hurka, 2000, and Driver,
2001.
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CHAPTER 1

GEOFFREY SAYRE-McCORD

PEOPLE come, early and easily, to think in moral terms: to see many things as
good or bad, to view various options as right or wrong, to think of particular
distributions as fair or unfair, to consider certain people virtuous and others
vicious.! What they think, when they are thinking in these terms, often has a large
impact on their decisions and actions, as well as on their responses to what others
do. People forego attractive possibilities when they think pursuing them would
be wrong, they push themselves to face death if they think it their duty, they go
to trouble to raise their children to be virtuous, and they pursue things they take
to be valuable. At the same time they admire those who are courageous and
condemn people they judge to be unjust. Moral thinking is a familiar and vital
aspect of our lives. Yet when people ask themselves honestly what it is they are
thinking, in thinking some acts are right and others wrong, that some things are
good, others bad, that some character traits are virtues, other vices, it turns out
to be extremely difficult to say. This raises a puzzle that is at the center of our
understanding of our selves and of our understanding of morality. Moral realism
represents one way in which this puzzle might be addressed.

There is little doubt that the capacity to think in moral terms is tied in
interesting and important ways to our emotions and feelings. Indeed, there’s rea-
son to suspect that in some cases people count as good whatever they like and
reject as bad what they don’t, that they register anything that is disadvantageous
to themselves as unfair and find no such objection to what brings them benefit.
But these suspicions travel with a criticism: that people who use the terms in
these ways don’t (yet) fully understand what they are claiming in saying that
something is good or bad, fair or not.
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The criticism reflects the fact that in thinking morally we seem not merely to
be expressing or reporting our emotions and feelings. Rather, so it seems, we are
expressing beliefs about the world, about how it is and should be. Moreover, the
beliefs we express—again, so it seems—are either true or false (depending on how
things really are and should be), and when they are true, it is not simply because
we think they are. Thus, if things are as they appear, in thinking morally we are
committed to there being moral facts. And in making moral judgments we are
making claims about what those facts are, claims that will be true or false de-
pending on whether we get the facts right. That things seem this way is pretty
uncontroversial.

1. MORAL REALISM

With these appearances in mind, we are in a good position to characterize moral
realism: it is the view that, in these respects, things are really as they seem. Moral
realists hold that there are moral facts, that it is in light of these facts that peoples’
moral judgments are true or false, and that the facts being what they are (and so
the judgments being true, when they are) is not merely a reflection of our thinking
the facts are one way or another. That is, moral facts are what they are even when
we see them incorrectly or not at all.

Moral realists thus all share the view that there are moral facts in light of
which our moral judgments prove to be true or false. Yet they needn’t, and don’t,
all share any particular view about what those facts are, and they might well not
be confident of any view at all. When it comes to moral matters, there is no less
disagreement among realists than among people at large and no incompatibility
between being a realist and thinking oneself not in a good position to know what
the facts are.

Furthermore, being a realist is compatible with holding a truly radical view
of the moral facts. As much as realism tries to conserve the appearances when it
comes to accounting for the nature of moral thought and its commitment to
moral facts, there is nothing morally conservative about its implications. One
might well be a moral realist while holding that the vast majority of mankind has
misunderstood the demands of justice or the nature of virtue. Indeed, according
to moral realists, holding that justice or virtue have been misunderstood only
makes sense if one thinks there is a fact of the matter about what justice and
virtue are, a fact that others have failed to get right.

Finally, among realists there is serious disagreement even about what sort of
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thing a moral fact is. Thus some realists hold that moral facts are just a kind of
natural fact, while others hold they are nonnatural or even supernatural. Some
realists hold that moral facts are discoverable by empirical inquiry, while others
see rational intuition or divine inspiration as essential to moral knowledge. More-
over, some realists believe that while there genuinely are moral facts, those facts
are themselves dependent upon, and a reflection of, human nature or social prac-
tice. They thus combine a commitment to moral facts with a relativist or a con-
tractarian or constructivist account of those facts.? Such views reject the idea that
the moral facts exist independent of humans and their various capacities or prac-
tices. Yet, to the extent they are advanced as capturing accurately what the moral
facts actually are, they are versions of moral realism. Needless to say, what one
person might see as nicely accounting for the nature of moral facts, another might
see as missing something essential or even as completely changing the subject.’
Thus, what one person might embrace as a successful defense of moral realism,
another might see as, at best, a view one would embrace once one had given up
on the thought that there are genuine moral facts.

2. MORAL ANTIREALISM

Antirealists about morality reject the idea that there are moral facts and so reject
the idea that, in the respects mentioned earlier, things really are as they seem.
Some antirealists acknowledge that when we think in moral terms we are com-
mitted to there being moral facts. Moral thought and practice, they hold, pre-
supposes and makes good sense only in light of there actually being moral facts.
To this extent, they agree with moral realists. They go on to argue, however, that
the presupposition is false, so our common moral practice is built on a mistake.
Antirealists of this persuasion are often characterized as “error theorists.” Their
shared view is that moral thought and practice rests on an error and the error is
to suppose that there are moral facts.*

Other antirealists, however, reject as mistaken the idea that moral thought
and practice presupposes there actually being moral facts. They reject the idea
that in making moral judgments we are expressing beliefs that might be true or
false in light of (putative) moral facts. Indeed, they argue, a proper understanding
of moral thought and practice shows that no appeal need be made to moral facts
and that moral judgments should not be seen as being true or false in the way
that nonmoral judgments concerning genuine matters of fact are either true or
false. They of course acknowledge that people do sometimes speak of moral facts
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and of their own or other peoples’ moral judgments being true or false. But such
talk is misguided, they argue, if the appeal to moral facts and the truth of moral
judgments is supposed to have any substantive implications when it comes to
thinking about the real features of the world. Alternatively, it is trivial, they point
out, if to say there are moral facts and that some moral judgments are true is
simply another way of expressing one’s moral commitments with no further com-
mitments whatsoever. Either way, the fact that we sometimes speak of moral facts
and the truth of moral judgments should not be taken as evidence that we are
committed, as moral realists claim, to there being genuine moral facts and moral
truths.

This kind of antirealism rests on drawing a contrast between, on the one
hand, some areas of thought and talk (about, for instance, empirical matters
concerning the external world) where facts are genuinely at issue and the judg-
ments people make are literally, in light of those facts, either true or false and,
on the other hand, moral thought and talk, where—the antirealists maintain—
facts are not genuinely at issue and so the judgments people make are not literally,
in light of such facts, either true or false. Antirealists of this persuasion are often
called noncognitivists.> Their shared view is that moral thought and talk carries
no “cognitive content” and so neither purports to report facts nor expresses a
judgment that might be true because it gets the facts right.

While antirealists all reject the idea that there are moral facts in light of which
some moral judgments are literally true, they need not, for that reason, be critics
of moral thought. Noncognitivists, for instance, can perfectly consistently reject
the idea that in thinking something good we are, in the way realists hold, com-
mitted to the existence of moral facts, and yet themselves think that moral thought
and talk is itself good.® And error theorists too, despite their view that moral
thought is cognitive and carries commitments we have reason to think are false,
can be in favor of perpetuating the practice—they can think of it as a useful
fiction and can even consistently believe (as long as they are not error theorists
about all evaluative judgments) that it is good.

Of course, many antirealists are critics of moral thought. Some suggest that
morality is nothing more than a myth introduced to keep people docile and easy
to manage. Others see it as an extreme and dangerous version of our natural
tendency to objectify our own tastes and force others to accommodate our wishes.
And still others see moral thought as a vestige of outmoded and now indefensible
ways of understanding our place in the world.

In any case, and by all accounts, moral realism is, at least initially, the default
position. It fits most naturally with what we seem to be doing in making moral
claims, and it makes good sense of how we think through, argue about, and take
stands concerning moral issues.

Yet the burden can shift quickly. For while moral realists seem to have com-
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mon practice on their side, they face a tremendous challenge: to make sense of
what moral facts are, of how they relate to various other facts, of how we might
learn about moral facts, and of why those facts matter to what we should do. If,
as it seems, in making moral judgments we are claiming that things are a certain
way, morally, what are we claiming? What makes it true that some act is wrong,
another right, that one experience is genuinely valuable, another not? How does
the nonmoral fact that some act was malicious (for instance) relate to it being
morally wrong? Finally, why do the facts (supposing there are some) that make
moral claims true set the standard for our behavior? A satisfying defense of moral
realism seems to require answers to these questions.

Realists and antirealists alike grant that some acts are malicious, others kind,
that some are pleasant, others painful, that some accord with prevailing cultural
standards, others conflict with such standards. None of this is in dispute. But
are there, in addition to facts of this sort, facts about what is morally right or
wrong, virtuous or vicious, good or bad? That is the issue that divides realists
from antirealists. And the job of defending realism requires giving a plausible
account of the nature of moral facts. This, in turn, involves shouldering meta-
physical, epistemic, and justificatory burdens. Specifically, moral realists need to
offer an account of moral facts (1) that make sense of how those facts fit with
other facts in the world, (2) that shows them to be facts to which we might have
some access, such that we might have evidence for our beliefs concerning them,
and finally (3) that reveals the facts as providing reasons to act or not act in
various ways.

3. REIDENTIFYING MoORAL FAcCTS IN
NoNMORAL TERMS

Sensitive to the challenge, some moral realists have offered a range of different
accounts that identify moral facts with facts that are taken to be less problematic.
In identifying the moral facts with less problematic facts, they are holding not just
that what is right or wrong depends in some way on these facts but that facts
about what is right or wrong are those very facts.

Focusing just on the question of what it is for something to be good, for
instance, some people have maintained that to be good is simply to be pleasant.
Others have held that what is good is whatever satisfies a desire or perhaps a
desire we desire to have. And still others have argued that for something to be
good is for it to be such that a fully informed person would approve of it.
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Switching from what is good to what is right, people have maintained that
what makes an act morally right is that it maximizes happiness when all are taken
into account, or that an act is morally right—for a person, in a particular cul-
ture—if and because it conforms to standards that are embraced by most people
in that person’s culture.

Each of these views (as well as many others that have been defended) offers
an account of the moral facts that leaves those facts no more problematic than
the relatively mundane empirical facts with which they are being identified, and
in effect reduced, by these accounts. If one or another such account is correct,
then moral facts are, when it comes to metaphysics, easy to accommodate. Indeed,
a major attraction of these accounts is their ability to take the metaphysical mys-
tery out of morality and offer a clear-headed account of the nature of moral facts.
At the same time, if such an account is correct, there would be no special difficulty
in thinking that we might get evidence as to whether something is good or right.
And, finally, each of the proposals has some claim to having given an account of
moral facts that reveals why such facts provide people with reasons to act, or
refrain from acting, in various ways.

At the turn of the twentieth century, accounts of morality that identified
moral properties with empirically discoverable natural features of the world were
quickly gaining adherents. While there was serious disagreement as to which fea-
tures in particular were the right ones, more and more people came to think that
moral thoughts and claims must be about, and true in light of, the sort of natural
properties that were open to empirical investigation.

The main alternative to such a view was that moral properties should be
identified not with empirical features of the world, but with facts about God.
Assuming, as most defenders of the latter view did, that God existed, identifying
what was good with what pleased God, and what was right with what accorded
with God’s will worked to ensure that a commitment to moral facts did not
introduce any new mystery. Moral facts are, on this account, plain matters of fact
about God—even if often highly controversial and difficult to establish.”

Whichever view one embraced, whether one identified moral facts with nat-
ural facts or with religious facts about God, the idea was that moral thought and
talk was committed to properties, and facts, and truths, that could just as well be
expressed in nonmoral terms. Whether this worked to make moral realism more
plausible depended, of course, on one’s views of the properties, facts, and truths
expressed in those nonmoral terms. Usually, though, the aim of those offering
such accounts was both to clarify the nature of morality and to show that believing
in moral facts did not require metaphysical or epistemological commitments be-
yond those one had already taken on board.
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4. THE OPEN QUESTION ARGUMENT

Early in the twentieth century, all of these views, secular and nonsecular alike,
faced a challenge that many have thought devastating and that has, in any case,
largely structured the debate about moral realism since. This challenge came in
the form of G. E. Moore’s (1903) incredibly influential Open Question Argument.
Moore’s aim, in deploying the argument, was to show that all attempts to identify
moral properties with properties that might be described in nonmoral terms fail.
The argument goes as follows.

To the question “what is good?”—where we are not asking what things are
good but rather what is the property goodness—there seem to be three and only
three possible answers:

1. Goodness is a complex property that can be broken down by analysis
into its parts, in which case one can offer an illuminating definition of
the property that works by identifying the various parts that combine to
constitute goodness (in the same way that, for instance, one might de-
fine the property of being a bachelor as being a male human over a cer-
tain age who is unmarried).

2. Goodness is a simple property that itself cannot be broken down by
analysis into parts, in which case the only accurate definitions are those
that trade in synonyms and so shed no real light on the nature of the
property. (There must be at least some simple properties, Moore argued,
since they are needed as the building blocks out of which all more com-
plex properties would have to be built.)

3. Goodness is no property at all, and the word “good” is meaningless, in
which case, of course, no definition can be offered.

Having set out these three possibilities, Moore first argued that goodness is
not a complex and analyzable property, on the following grounds: Consider any
proposed definition of “good,” where the definition picks out some complex set
of properties, x (satisfying a preference, say, or pleasing God, or whatever) and
defines being good as being x, and so says, “x is good.” (Here, the “is” is the ‘is
of identity’ rather than the ‘is of attribution’.) In each case, the proposal is pur-
porting to offer an illuminating definition of goodness that explains its nature by
identifying its constituent parts.

The test of any such definition, Moore maintained, was whether those who
genuinely understood the terms in which the definition was offered recognized as
clear—indeed as trivially obvious—that the property being defined and the com-
plex of properties offered as defining it were one and the same. Consider, for
instance, the question of whether some unmarried male human over age twenty-
one is a bachelor. Anyone who understands the question, it seems, knows right
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away what the answer is, without having to investigate the world or collect ad-
ditional evidence. In contrast, Moore thought, for any definition of goodness that
identifies being good with some complex property of being x, there will remain
a substantive question of whether or not something is good even if it is clearly x.
And this fact shows, he held, that each such definition is inadequate. Take, for
example, the proposal that goodness should be identified with (the complex prop-
erty of) satisfying a preference—so that, according to this definition, being good
and satisfying a preference are supposed to be one and the same thing. Were the
definition correct, anyone who understands the relevant terms should recognize
as trivially obvious that anything that satisfies a preference is (in virtue of that)
good. But, in fact, it is a substantive question whether satisfying a sadist’s pref-
erence for the suffering of others is good at all.

That this is a substantive question—an “open” question—shows, Moore
maintained, that “satisfies a preference” and “good” differ in meaning (since
thinking something satisfies a preference is not identical to thinking it good) and
that they therefore refer to different properties. If they did have the same meaning
and referred to the same properties, then asking whether something that satisfies
a preference is good would not be an open question, in exactly the way asking
whether bachelors are married is not substantive. Substitute whatever definition
of “good” you please into the original proposition “x is good,” and the question
will, Moore claimed, remain open.

If every proposed definition fails the test, Moore concluded, no definition
that identifies goodness with a complex property is adequate. Thus, when we claim
that something is good, we are claiming something different from what we are
claiming when we claim it satisfies a preference, or pleases God, or is approved
of by the majority, and so on.

Significantly, the very same considerations tell against various popular pro-
posals that identify goodness with a simple natural property, such as pleasure. To
ask whether something pleasant is actually good (think here of the pleasure a
sadist might enjoy on hurting someone) is again to raise an open question—a
question the answer to which is not settled merely by knowing the meaning of
the terms in question. Other simple properties that might be expressed in non-
moral terms fare no better. Any attempt to define goodness in nonmoral terms—
either by identifying it with a complex property that might be analyzed into parts,
or even with the sort of simple properties some have proposed—will, Moore
concluded, fail.?

That leaves two possibilities. Either goodness is a simple, sui generis property,
which is distinct from all the properties various theories have privileged, or it is
no property at all. Against this last possibility—that goodness is not a property
and, therefore, “good” is meaningless—Moore pointed to the intelligibility of the
various open questions. That it makes sense to ask whether what satisfies a pref-
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erence is good, or whether some pleasure is good, shows that all the terms in-
volved are meaningful. Otherwise we would treat the question itself as nonsense.
So that option is ruled out.

Goodness, therefore, must be a simple, sui generis property, which should not
be thought identical to any of the properties, simple or complex, that we might
describe in nonmoral terms. To identify it with some such property leads inevi-
tably, Moore thought, to serious confusion and corrupt arguments.

Moore acknowledged that all things that are good might share some other
property—they might all be pleasant, for instance, or all such that if we were
informed we would approve of them, or all compatible with God’s will. Whether
things are this way or not, he argued, is something that can be settled only by
investigating cases. But even if all good things do share both the property of being
good and some other property, the properties would, for all that, still be different.
“[GJood is good, and that is the end of the matter. ... [I]f I am asked ‘How is
good to be defined?” my answer is that it cannot be defined, and that is all I have
to say about it” (Moore, 1903, p. 6).

Thinking that no illumination, and serious confusion, came from attempts to
define, or even just give an account of, goodness, Moore turned his attention to
trying to discover what things had the property of being good. He came to the
conclusion that, while happiness is among those things that are good, so are truth,
beauty, and knowledge. In fact, he argued that a great variety of things are good;
just as a great variety of things are yellow. Although no one of them, nor all of
them taken together, should be identified with goodness, each of them had the
property of being good. He then went on, in the process of defending utilitari-
anism, to argue that “right,” unlike “good,” could be analyzed. His view was that
for an action to be right is for it to be such that it produces the greatest possible
amount of goodness. Where he differed from the old-style utilitarians, who em-
braced some version of naturalism, was in his view that goodness could not, in
turn, be identified with any natural property.

Soon people applied the same line of reasoning to other moral concepts,
arguing that rightness and courageousness, no less than goodness, were not de-
finable. Rejecting Moore’s view that in saying something is right we are saying
that no alternative has better consequences, W. D. Ross (1930) pointed out that
it was, apparently, an open question whether some option that admittedly had
the best consequences (as, for instance, lying sometimes might) was nonetheless
right. Considerations of this sort, marshaled against all attempts to define moral
terms, led to the view that our moral theorizing needs to be carried on in its own
terms, on its own terms, using introspection, intuition, and reflection.
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5. NONCOGNITIVISM

The Open Question Argument convinced many people that moral properties
should not be identified with natural properties. Yet many were troubled by the
metaphysics of nonnatural properties put forward by Moore and Ross, as well as
by the seemingly inevitable appeal to intuition as the basis of our knowledge of
nonnatural properties. So people went back to Moore’s original trilemma and
argued that, despite appearances, moral terms are in fact (strictly speaking) mean-
ingless. Moral thought and talk do have a purpose, and people do know how to
use it. But its purpose, these noncognitivists argued, is to express (rather than
report) attitudes and to influence behavior, not to express beliefs or to report
(putative) facts. When people claim that something is good, we can explain what
they are doing, in perfectly naturalistic terms, without any commitment to moral
properties (and moral facts) at all, and with no need to identify moral properties
with natural properties in the way the Open Question Argument showed must
be mistaken.

The challenge facing noncognitivism is to explain why it seemms as if moral
sentences are meaningful, as if in judging something good or right, bad or wrong,
we are not merely expressing our attitudes but are expressing beliefs that might
be true or false (depending on the facts). Why does moral discourse exhibit so
thoroughly the behavior of meaningful, factual discourse?

The simple answer—that it seems this way because it is meaningful, factual
discourse—is not available to the noncognitivist. Less simple, but quite robust,
answers are available, though. While the various answers differ in important ways,
they mobilize a common strategy. That strategy is to appeal to some practical
purpose moral thought and talk might have and argue that the purpose could be
met, or met well, only if the practice of thinking through and expressing our
attitudes had a structure that would make it look as if it were factual discourse
that could be used to express beliefs and report (putative) facts.

Three features of moral discourse have stood out as especially needing some
such explanation. One is that our moral views are commonly expressed by de-
clarative sentences that appear to attribute properties to people and acts and
situations and seem, as a result, to be genuinely evaluable as true or false. Another
is that, in thinking morally, we seem to be constrained, appropriately, by the very
same rules of inference that apply to factual discourse and seem to apply precisely
because those rules are truth preserving. And the third is that our own views of
our moral claims would have it that their claim on us, and their authority, is
independent of our own attitudes.

Each of these three features of moral discourse is, at least initially, problematic
for the noncognitivist, since the attitudes the noncognitivists see as expressed by
our moral discourse (1) are not attitudes that involve ascribing moral properties
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to things and are not true or false, so (2) whatever rules of inference do apply to
these expressions do not apply because they are truth-preserving, and (3) our
moral attitudes appear to have no special authority and in any case are not in-
dependent of the attitudes of the person who holds them.

When it comes to these features of moral discourse, a cognitivist can rely on
whatever explanations the noncognitivists are prepared to offer for the discourse
they acknowledge to be uncontroversially factual. Exactly what these explanations
are, it is worth noting, is itself controversial. But the cognitivists hold that, what-
ever they are, there is no special problem in accounting for moral thought and
talk. Whatever the right explanations are, when it comes to the uncontroversial
discourses, these explanations work too for moral discourse. The noncognitivists’
distinctive position—that moral discourse differs, in the relevant way, from factual
discourse—means they need not only to explain the relevant features of factual
discourse but to explain as well, in a way that preserves the difference upon which
they insist, why moral discourse appears to be, but is not, the same.’

This is no small task. Regularly noncognitivists have found themselves either
(1) successfully explaining why moral discourse resembles the uncontroversially
factual discourse, but losing the contrast that defines their view, or (2) successfully
sustaining a contrast between moral discourse and uncontroversially factual dis-
course but being unable to explain why the two are so much alike. That things
regularly turn out this way does not, of course, show that they will inevitably, but
it raises a caution against thinking that noncognitivism has an easy way of main-
taining its position while explaining the phenomena that all grant.

To take one example, people have recently suggested that talk of truth should
be given a “minimalist” reading, according to which to say of some claim that it
is true is just a way of re-making the claim. If this is right, then moral claims, no
less than any others, will be counted as true by anyone willing to make the claims
in question. And anyone willing to say that Hitler was evil should be prepared as
well to say that it is true that Hitler was evil. According to minimalism about
truth, talk of truth brings no further commitments. This makes available to the
antirealists an easy explanation of why moral claims appear to be truth evaluable.
But of course the antirealist, assuming she holds some moral views (for example,
that Hitler was evil), cannot then characterize her distinctive view by saying that
she denies that moral claims are true. She does not deny that (on this understand-
ing of truth). A minimalist about truth who wants to reject realism about morality
must then mark the contrast between her view, and a realist’s view, in some other
way. She might say that while moral claims are true, her antirealism comes with
her rejection of moral properties and moral facts. Yet the same sort of consider-
ations that have been offered in favor of minimalism about truth seem as well to
speak in favor of minimalism about properties and facts. And minimalism about
properties and facts makes it easier than it otherwise would be for an antirealist
to explain why people talk of moral properties and moral facts. Yet each of these
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minimalisms brings in its wake the burden of finding some way, if not by appeal
to notions of truth, or properties, or facts, to mark what it is that the antirealist
is rejecting that the realist accepts.

6. REVISITING THE OPEN QUESTION
ARGUMENT

For a long time, people assumed that the Open Question Argument showed that
the only way to avoid the metaphysical and epistemological mysteries of nonna-
turalism, without rejecting moral thought and practice as deeply misguided, was
to embrace noncognitivism. And this provided the most powerful, though not the
only, reason to find noncognitivism attractive.!

Yet the Open Question Argument, which appeared to force the choice, has
relatively recently come under serious attack. Always, some have resisted the ar-
gument, maintaining that the apparent openness of the various questions was an
illusion. According to them, thinking it was an open question whether, say, to be
good is to be such as to satisfy a preference reflects a failure to understand fully
the claims at issue. To insist otherwise, these people pointed out, is to beg the
question.!! In any case, appealing to the openness of various questions seemed
less an argument than a reflection of a conclusion already reached. Suspicions
were fueled too by dissatisfaction with noncognitivism and the sense that at its
best it would leave moral discourse with none of the credibility it deserves.

But the most powerful grounds for rejecting the Open Question Argument
came with the realization that two terms, say “water” and “H,0O,” could refer to
one and the same property, even though one would be asking a substantive ques-
tion (that can be settled only by investigating the world) in asking whether H,O
is water. The realization that a proposed identity could both be true and yet fail
the test of the Open Question Argument encouraged the hope that, after all, a
naturalized metaphysics for moral properties could be defended. No longer did it
seem that a successful defense was available only at the cost of embracing prop-
erties that were metaphysically and epistemically peculiar.

At the same time, even those tempted by the prospect of identifying moral
properties with some (perhaps very complex) set of natural properties believe that
the Open Question Argument reveals something crucial about the distinctive na-
ture of our moral thinking. If, for instance, being good is a matter of having a
certain natural property, there is little question that someone might think of
something that it has that natural property, and not think at all that it is good in
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any way. So while the Open Question Argument moved too quickly from (1)
noticing that thinking some thing has some natural property is different in some
way from thinking it good to (2) the claim that the thoughts are therefore attrib-
uting distinct properties to the thing, the argument does properly highlight some-
thing distinctive about moral thinking. No defense of moral realism can be suc-
cessful without giving an account of the distinctive nature of moral thought.

7. INTERNALISM

When it comes to accounting for what thinking of something as good might
consist in, apart from merely thinking it has some natural property, people often
appeal to the apparently intimate, and unique, connection between sincere moral
judgment and action.

Many have thought that the distinctive feature of moral judgment is its link
specifically to motivation. To honestly think, of something, that it is good, they
maintain, is ipso facto to have some motivation to promote, preserve, or pursue
that thing. Conversely, to discover of someone that he is actually completely
indifferent to what he claims is good is to discover he does not really think it is
good at all.'?

The simplest and most plausible explanation of this connection between
moral judgment and motivation (if there is such a connection) is that in making
a genuine moral judgment we are expressing a motivational state. Assuming, as
noncognitivists standardly do, that motivational states are distinct and different
from beliefs, then in discovering that moral judgments express motivational states
we are discovering that they express something other than beliefs. If they do not
express beliefs, then they do not purport to report facts, and so cannot be true
or false. In other words, motivational internalism (as this view is often called),
when combined with the Humean view that motivational states (e.g. desire) and
beliefs are distinct existences, implies noncognitivism and so antirealism.'>

Moral realists have responded to motivational internalism in two different
ways. One is by denying the Humean thesis that motivational states and beliefs
are always distinct existences. Indeed, some realists argue, moral judgments them-
selves serve as counterexamples to the Humean thesis. Moral judgments, these
realists maintain, express a distinctive subset of our beliefs: ones that do neces-
sarily motivate. If so, then the motivational internalist’s contention that sincere
moral judgment necessarily carries some motivational implications is fully com-
patible with seeing those judgments as expressing beliefs that purport to report
facts, and therefore are liable to being true or false.*
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The other response realists offer to this argument is simply to deny motiva-
tional internalism, by arguing that sincere moral judgment does not always comes
with motivation. Sometimes, these realists argue, a person can genuinely judge
that something is, say, right, and yet—perhaps because she is evil, or suffers
depression, or is weak-willed—be utterly unmotivated to take action. If this is
possible, then motivational internalism is false: genuine moral judgment does not,
after all, necessitate motivation. And this would mean the motivational internalist
argument evaporates.

Rejecting motivational internalism is, of course, compatible with holding that
there is a special connection between moral judgment and action. A common
and plausible suggestion is that the crucial link between moral judgment and
action is mediated not by motivation but by a conception of reason or rationality.
After all, it seems that a person who fails to be motivated by what he judges to
be good or right is thereby being irrational or (perhaps more weakly) is at least
failing to respond to what he himself is committed to seeing as something he has
reason to do.!” Reason internalism (as it is sometimes called) retains the idea that
there is an intimate link between moral thought and action but sees the link as
forged by reason. This view has the resources to acknowledge that sometimes
people fail to be motivated appropriately by their moral judgments while also
being able to explain the distinctive connection between such judgments and
actions.

The notions of rationality and reason in play here might well seem, in relevant
respects, on a par with moral notions. If one doubts there are moral facts, in light
of which our moral judgments might be true, one might well (on many of the
same grounds) doubt that there are facts about reason, in light of which our
judgments concerning reasons and rationality might be true. The Open Question
Argument (whatever it might show) is, for instance, as applicable to proposed
naturalistic definitions of reason and rationality as it is to proposed naturalistic
definitions of value and rightness. So it is worth emphasizing that those who are
defending reason internalism are not attempting to define moral judgments in
natural terms (a project that would not be advanced by appeals to reason and
rationality). Rather, assuming that the Open Question Argument leaves unsettled
the issue of what sort of facts (natural or not) moral facts might be, it nonetheless
appears to show that moral judgments differ in some important respect from
many other (nonnormative) judgments. The challenge the Open Question Ar-
gument continues to pose, to anyone hoping to explain the nature of moral
judgment, is to account for this difference. Realists and antirealists alike need to
meet this challenge.

Motivational internalism offers one answer to the challenge: moral judgments
(and perhaps other normative judgments, for instance those concerning ration-
ality) are necessarily motivating, whereas the other judgments are not. Nonmoral
judgments do, of course, often motivate, but their motivational impact depends
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on the presence of something else (a desire or preference or affective orientation)
that is distinct and independent of the judgment.

Reason internalism offers another answer: moral judgments (and perhaps
other normative judgments, for instance those concerning rationality) necessarily
have implications concerning what people have reason to do, whereas other judg-
ments do not. Nonmoral judgments do, of course, often have implications of this
sort, but only in the company of moral (or other normative) judgments.'s If
reason claims are in the relevant respects on a par with moral judgments, then
what follows is that judgments about rationality or reasons, no less than moral
judgments, have implications concerning what people have reason to do or are
committed to thinking they have reason to do.

8. COGNITIVISM

Whatever account one offers of the distinctive nature of moral (and perhaps other
normative) judgments, another challenge awaits those who defend cognitivism:
when one makes such judgments, what would or do constitute the relevant moral
(or other normative) facts, in light of which the judgments are true or false?
Noncognitivists do not face this question, of course. Their burden is to explain
why the question faced by cognitivists seems so appropriate. Error theorists and
realists, though, do need an answer.

Error theorists, even as they disagree among themselves as to what the right
answer is, all think those answers reveal that moral claims could be true only
under circumstances that, they believe, do not, and perhaps could not, obtain.
Some realists agree with one or another of these accounts of what would be
required, but reject the view that the relevant circumstances do not obtain. In
these cases, their disagreement with the error theorists then lies not in the account
of what moral claims require in order to be true but in their different views of
what the world is like. Thus some error theorists and some realists might agree
that the truth of moral claims would require objectively prescriptive facts, or
categorical reasons, or nonnatural properties (to take three candidates) and then
just disagree about whether such things exist. Alternatively, though, error theorists
and realists might disagree on what moral claims presuppose, with (say) the error
theorists maintaining they require objectively prescriptive facts, or categorical rea-
sons, or nonnatural properties, and the realists disagreeing on each count even
while agreeing that if moral claims did require such things, they would all be
false. Thus some realists are realists precisely because they think that moral claims
do not require the sort of facts that error theorists suppose they do.
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Thus, if one is a cognitivist about moral claims, and so thinks that they
purport to report facts and are, in light of whether the facts are as they purport,
true or false, two considerations come into play in determining whether to be an
error theorist or a realist. The first is: What would have to be the case for the
claims to be true? The second is: Is there reason to think things are (at least
sometimes) that way? Error theorists, in light of their answer to the first, give a
negative answer to the second. Realists, who give a positive answer to the second,
are committed to an answer to the first that makes that view defensible.

Predictably, a good deal of the debate about moral realism turns on whether
realists have an account of morality that shows that the truth of moral claims
would not have implications that are literally incredible. A realist who denies that
there are objectively prescriptive facts, or categorical reasons, or nonnatural prop-
erties (or whatever) is then committed to saying that such things are not actually
required in order for our moral judgments to be true. Another realist who grants
that moral claims are true only in light of there being objectively prescriptive fact,
or categorical reasons, or nonnatural properties (or whatever) is committed in-
stead to defending the existence of such things. Either way, the burden of realism
is to offer an account of moral judgments and the world in light of which it is
reasonable to think that such judgments are sometimes actually true.

9. EXPLANATION AND JUSTIFICATION

Putting aside the putatively unpalatable metaphysical implications of our moral
claims, moral realism faces an important challenge. As many would have it, we
have positive reason to believe something only if supposing it true contributes in
some way to explaining our experiences. If that is right, then we have positive
reason to believe there are moral facts only if supposing there are makes such a
contribution. Yet moral facts have seemed to many to contribute not at all to our
best explanations of our experiences. We can, for instance, explain why people
think stealing is wrong, why they approve of kindness, and why moral thinking
takes hold in a society all without having to appeal to any facts to the effect that
stealing really is wrong, that there is actually something good about kindness, or
that morality is genuinely important. All of these phenomena are fully explicable,
it seems, by appeal to social and psychological forces, all of which have their
effects independent of what the moral facts might be, were there any. But if that
is true across the board, so that we need not appeal to moral facts to explain our
experiences, then we have no reason to think there are such facts."”

It may be, of course, that we can explain what is wrong with some action (as
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opposed to explaining why someone thinks it wrong) only by appeal to moral
principles. And these moral principles, in turn, may be explicable by still other
principles. Thus we may need to suppose there are moral facts in order to explain
the truth of various moral claims (e.g., that some action is wrong). Yet this is just
a matter of one part of the system explaining other parts. If no part of the system
serves to explain anything about how or why we experience the world as we do,
it seems reasonable to think that—even if there were moral facts—we would have
no grounds whatsoever for thinking our moral beliefs were in any way sensitive
to the facts being what they are. So we would, even supposing there are moral
facts, never have grounds for thinking we got them right.

Against this line of argument, some moral realists have argued that moral
facts do actually figure in our best explanations of our experience.'® Just how
moral facts do this, and why we should believe they do, has been controversial.
Some defend the idea that moral facts explain our experience by, contra Moore,
identifying such facts with certain natural facts that indisputably do play a role
in explaining our experiences. Thus, for instance, if the best explanation of our
use of the term “value” is that we are, in using it, picking out what would satisfy
an informed preference (a preference the having of which does not depend on
any sort of ignorance), and if what does or does not satisfy such preferences makes
a difference to how satisfied we are with certain outcomes, then a full explanation
of our thought and talk of value would, after all, appeal to what turn out to be
facts about value. Assuming that our moral terms are correctly understood as
referring to natural properties that clearly explain our experiences, the argument
against realism fails. But of course, that assumes a lot, and many who are tempted
by this argument are inclined to see all the proffered reductions of the moral to
the natural as ultimately leaving the moral out of the picture altogether, protests
to the contrary notwithstanding

One need not accept any particular reduction of moral properties to natural
properties, though, to hold that moral facts might play an important role in
explaining our experiences. And, if cognitivism is true, there is reason to think
that those who hold a moral view at all are committed to thinking that moral
facts explain their own beliefs, so that if the facts were different, they would think
differently from the way they do. To hold otherwise, of one’s own views, is to see
them as insensitive to the truth they purport to capture. This commitment seems
to come even if one has no view at all about whether the moral facts are natural
facts or about how one’s beliefs might be sensitive to the relevant moral facts.

At the same time, focusing on the role moral facts might play in explaining
our experiences appears to misunderstand the primary role such facts are sup-
posed to have—which is not to explain but to justify. The point of thinking about
what is right or wrong, good or bad, just or unjust, is not, it seems, to figure out
what happened or why, but to figure out what should happen and why. Thus if
we discovered of some putative moral facts that they were irrelevant to what was
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justified and what not, we would have grounds for rejecting them as moral facts,
even if they figured in some of our best explanations of our experiences. So
whether or not moral facts figure in our best explanations, they had better figure
in our best justifications.

If this is right, it puts an important constraint on any defense of moral re-
alism: it must offer an account of moral facts in light of which the facts being
one way rather than another makes a difference to what people are justified in
doing. Put another way, a successful defense of moral realism requires showing
that the fact that something is right or wrong, good or bad, makes a difference
to what people have reason to do."”

10. REALIsM’S PROJECT IN PROSPECT

Whether moral realists can give an account of moral facts that reveals them to
be metaphysically palatable, epistemically accessible, and also relevant to what we
have reason to do is of course wildly controversial.

At one extreme, some realists are so confident that there are moral facts, that
no considerations to the contrary, no mysteries unsolved, no imaginable alter-
natives could convince them otherwise. For them, whatever the metaphysical im-
plications, and epistemic requirements, might prove to be, their acceptability is
in effect established by their necessity. This view seems at least implicit in the
attitudes of many who hold that there are moral facts yet dismiss metaethical
concerns as appropriately put aside or ignored.

At the other extreme, some antirealists are so confident that moral thought
and talk is taste, preference, and desire made pretentious, that no considerations
to the contrary, no mysteries unsolved, no imaginable alternatives could convince
them otherwise. For them, the bankrupt nature of moral thought is so clear that
no arguments to the contrary would seem anything other than testimony to the
success of the fraud. This view seems at least implicit in the attitudes of many
who disingenuously mobilize moral appeals with an eye solely to getting what
they want.

In between these extremes falls a variety of views, some realist, some anti-
realist. Among the most promising are those that take seriously the challenge of
explaining how it is that people have developed the ability to think in recognizably
moral terms. That people have this ability is clearly a contingent matter. After
all, some people evidently lack the ability altogether, and everyone, at some point
in life, has not yet developed the ability. There ought to be a good explana-
tion of how and why this ability emerged, an explanation that will, presumably,
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shed a fair amount of light on the nature of what we are doing in exercising the
ability.

The most illuminating versions of this project, I think, take on the challenge
of explaining normative thought in general and do not limit themselves to an
account of morality. The aim, in this case, is not simply to explain our ability to
think of things as right or wrong, virtuous or vicious, moral or immoral, but also
our ability to think of people (ourselves included) as having reasons to do or
think things, and as being justified in our actions or our beliefs. Much (although
not all) of what is distinctive and problematic about moral thought and talk is
true as well of normative thought in general. As a result, any account of moral
thought that begins by supposing people already have the capacity to make nor-
mative judgments will probably be burying in that supposition aspects of our
moral thought that are better brought out and explained.

This project of explaining the emergence of our capacity to think in normative
(and more specifically moral) terms, is one that antirealists and realists alike can
embrace.?’ Antirealists about morality are, of course, committed to holding either
(if they are noncognitivists) that the resulting explanation will show that in think-
ing morally we are not deploying concepts and not forming beliefs but doing
something else or (if they are error theorists) that the explanation will account
for our capacity to deploy moral concepts and form moral beliefs, though we
have no reason to think anything satisfies the concepts and so no reason to think
the beliefs true.

The realist’s ambition, in contrast, is to show that a full and adequate expla-
nation of our capacity to think in normative terms, and more specifically in moral
terms, underwrites the idea that we are deploying concepts and forming beliefs
and that we have reason to think the concepts are sometimes satisfied and the
beliefs sometimes true.!

The realists’ most promising strategy for explaining our ability to think in
normative (and more specifically moral) terms starts with the idea that people
face the world, and each other, initially without normative concepts, indeed with-
out concepts of any sort, even as they do possess a range of dispositions, abilities,
reactions, and attitudes, as well as capacities for reflection and adjustment. In this
way a realist can hope to show that the best general explanation of the emergence
of concepts of whatever sort is an explanation that applies equally to the emer-
gence of distinctively normative concepts. The main idea would be that the range
of preconceptual dispositions, abilities, reactions, and attitudes people have will,
taken together, both make possible and motivate the emergence of various con-
ventions—conventions the presence of which work to constitute various concepts
(concepts of size, of shape, of pleasure, of pain) by introducing practices in light
of which judgments concerning these things can be seen as correct or not. These
concepts—whichever ones the various conventions have worked to constitute—
are then available for people to deploy in their thinking.
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In principle, at least, conventions might emerge that make it possible for
people to think that some things are pleasant, others blue, some round, still others
heavy, all without their having the capacity to think of themselves as having
reasons to think as they do, and all without their having the capacity to think of
things as good or bad, right or wrong. In order to be credited with these various
concepts, they need to have the dispositions that make it reasonable to see them
as appropriately sensitive to evidence that the concepts in play are satisfied. But
those dispositions need not include the capacity to form beliefs concerning evi-
dence, nor the capacity to form beliefs to the effect that they have reasons to
think one thing or another. One might be sensitive to things about which one
has no beliefs.

Perhaps as the conventions necessary for the emergence of concepts develop,
they simultaneously give rise to normative concepts (of reason or evidence or
justification) and to nonnormative concepts (of size or shape or color or expe-
rience). Perhaps not. Either way, the realist’s aim here will be to show that a
general account of what is required for people to have concepts at all applies as
well when it comes to explaining normative and specifically moral concepts. Need-
less to say, the various concepts will differ from one another in important ways;
concepts of color differ from those of shape which differ from those of value and
justification. Yet, whatever these differences, if the account we have to offer of
our having any of these concepts applies as well to our having specifically nor-
mative concepts, the realist has grounds for rejecting noncognitivism.

Of course, to think that we deploy normative concepts and so can form
normative beliefs is not necessarily to think the concepts have an application or
the beliefs are ever true. After all, there is some explanation of people’s concept
of Santa Claus, and so of their ability to believe in Santa Claus, even though there
is no Santa Claus. So the realist needs to go on and offer grounds for thinking
that the normative concepts that have emerged are such that, given the evidence
we have, they are sometimes satisfied. That such an explanation is available is not
guaranteed, unfortunately. One might think that the concepts would not have
emerged if they had no application. But that hopeful thought underestimates the
extent to which the conventions that work to constitute concepts might be sen-
sitive to pressures that would motivate the introduction of empty concepts.

Still, one of the striking and important features of our normative concepts is
their liability to self-correction and adjustment. The concepts of reason, justifi-
cation, and value that we deploy appear to be concepts that are appropriately
adjusted and reconceived in light of the discovery that we have reason to think
differently from the way we do. Shifts in our understanding of what is justified,
or valuable, or just, regularly occur in light of the discovery that we are unable
to justify our original views, and those shifts do not themselves represent aban-
doning the concepts. Certainly, appropriate corrections might not always be avail-
able—in which case the concepts would indeed emerge as having no application.
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However, normative concepts are designed to shift specifically in light of what we
have reason to think. And this provides grounds for thinking that at least some
normative concepts might well survive as being such that we have reason both
(1) to use them in our thinking and (2) to think of them that they are (sometimes)
satisfied.

This is, of course, an optimism, and an inspecific optimism at that, since
there is in it no antecedent commitment to just which normative concepts will
prove sustainable in this way. Yet offering some reason to reject the optimism is,
importantly, self-defeating, since it appeals itself to a normative concept that is,
in this context, assumed to have application. One cannot intelligibly both think
there is reason to reject a set of concepts and think that the (normative) concept
of there being reason to do things has no application.

In any case, if we end up having reason to think that there are normative
concepts and that at least some of them actually apply, various grounds for re-
sisting moral realism disappear. In particular, a successful explanation of the
emergence of normative concepts that works as well to reveal some of those
concepts as actually satisfied means that some sense must have been made of the
metaphysical, epistemic, and justificatory commitments that come with making
distinctively normative judgments. So, to the extent that worries about moral
concepts have to do with their normative nature, such worries must be misguided.

Thoughts that are specifically moral, though, may well introduce a range of
particular commitments that go beyond what comes with normative thought in
general. They may, for instance, travel with the idea that there are some ways of
acting that all people have decisive reason to engage in, or refrain from, regardless
of their interests and concerns.?? If so, then an account of the normative notion
of a reason that ties what people have reason to do to their interests or concerns
will pose a substantial threat to the idea that moral claims are ever actually true
(since it will undermine the idea that anyone ever has reason to do anything
except in light of his interests or concerns). Normative realists who want also to
be moral realists need to show either that moral commitments do not carry this
distinctive commitment or that a proper understanding of what people might
have reason to do is compatible with thinking there are some things people have
reason to do, or refrain from doing, independent of their interests and concerns.

No part of the project I have described is easy. But, at the same time, I think
there is no good argument, available ahead of time, for thinking it cannot succeed.
In any case, some explanation of how and why we have acquired the ability to
think in normative, and specifically in moral, terms must be possible and will,
inevitably, be illuminating. Moral realism’s ultimate success depends, then, on
showing (contra noncognitivists) that these abilities involve deploying moral con-
cepts and forming moral beliefs, and then on showing (contra error theorists)
that we sometimes have evidence that these beliefs are true and that we have
reason to be concerned about the things of which they are true.
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1. Throughout I will be focusing on moral terms, concepts, and thoughts; yet most
of the issues that arise for these, and the various positions one might take concerning
them, arise and are available with respect to other, normative yet nonmoral, terms, con-
cepts, and thoughts (for instance, rational or justified terms, etc.).

2. How plausible relativism is, as a realist position, turns on how plausible it is to
think it can play this vindicative role. Many people, though notably not most relativists,
think that moral claims pretend to a kind of universality that is not compatible with
relativism. Relativists, however, regularly (but not inevitably) see their view as accurately
capturing the content of moral claims in a way that reveals them often to be true. See
Harman 1975, Wong, 1984, and Sayre-McCord, 1991, for defenses of the idea that relativ-
ism is compatible with moral realism.

3. So, for instance, many theorists reject relativist proposals. They acknowledge that
there are facts about, say, what acts are in accordance with norms that people in a com-
munity accept, but they argue that those are nonmoral facts about what people think is
right or wrong and not—what is importantly different—moral facts about what is right
or wrong.

4. Different error theorists offer different grounds for thinking there are no moral
facts of the sort our moral thought presupposes. J. L. Mackie, 1977, for instance, main-
tains that there could be such facts only if there were “objectively prescriptive” features
of the world that worked effectively to motivate all who recognized those features. Oth-
ers maintain that there would have to be categorical reasons that apply to people inde-
pendent of their interests and desires, still others that there would have to be a God
who takes an interest in human activities. In each case, the argument starts by identify-
ing something that would putatively have to be the case for there to be moral facts and
then moves on to showing that whatever is supposed to be required is absent.

5. Noncognitivists differ among themselves as to what people are doing, if not ex-
pressing beliefs, when they are thinking morally. Emotivists hold that they are expressing
emotion (Ayer, 1946, Stevenson, 1937); prescriptivists hold that they are offering univer-
sal prescriptions (Hare, 1952), and expressivists are inclined either to some other alternative
noncognitive state or to some combination of these (Blackburn, 1993, Gibbard, 1990).

6. They can even endorse that part of the practice that involves talking of moral
facts and moral claims being true or false. What they cannot consistently do is hold that
talk of moral facts and of moral claims being true or false should be understood liter-
ally, in the way talk of empirical facts and of scientific claims being true or false, are to
be understood. See Blackurn, 1993, and Gibbard, 1990, for defenses of this sort of view.

7. Those who rejected the existence of God and yet accepted this view of what
moral facts would consist in (were there any) declared that because God is dead (as
they often put it) all is permissible (Dostoyevsky, 1879). If good and bad and right and
wrong depended upon God’s pleasure or will and there was no God, they reasoned,
there was no good and bad, right or wrong, either.

8. It should be no surprise that Moore began Principia Ethica quoting Butler’s ob-
servation “Everything is what it is, and not another thing.” Moore thought all attempts
to define goodness involved thinking goodness was some other thing.
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9. It is worth noting that the relevant way in which moral discourse differs need
not be found in some difference in the explanation of these three features. It is open to
a noncognitivist to hold that the three features, whether we are talking of moral dis-
course or factual discourse, are to be given the very same explanation across the board.
For instance, a noncognitivist might hold that what explains the appropriateness of spe-
cific rules of inference, as they apply to factual discourse, is actually not that they pre-
serve truth but that they have some other feature that they have when applied to moral
discourse no less than factual discourse. Still, the noncognitivist is committed to saying
there is an important difference and to doing so in a way that explains what appear to
be telling ways in which they are the same. See Gibbard, 2003.

10. See Ayer, 1946.

1. See Frankena, 1939.

12. See Stevenson, 1937.

13. The locus classicus for this argument is David Hume’s Treatise of Human Nature,
1739.

14. See McDowell, 1978, and Platts, 1979.

15. See Smith, 1994.

16. Hume’s famous observation that no ‘ought’ can be derived (solely) from an ‘is’
reflects this point: nonnormative claims (‘is’ claims, as Hume thought of them) imply
nothing normative (nothing about what ought to be) without relying, at least implicitly,
upon normative premises.

17. See Harman, 1977, and Sayre-McCord, 1988.

18. See Sturgeon, 1985, and Boyd, 1988.

19. We are thus brought back to a version of reason internalism according to which
moral facts are necessarily connected to what agents have reason to do.

20. David Hume’s Treatise, 1739, is an early and especially systematic attempt to
pursue this project. See also Gibbard, 1990, and Korsgaard, 1996.

21. There is, it should be said, plenty of room to end up a realist about reasons, or
justifications, or something else that is recognizably normative, and an antirealist (most
likely an error theorist) about morality. It is possible, but would be peculiar, for some-
one to be a realist about reasons and justification (and so embrace cognitivism about
those judgments) yet embrace noncognitivism about moral thought. The arguments for
noncognitivism seem to apply equally to moral and to all other normative judgments,
while the considerations that tell in favor of cognitivism with respect to nonmoral, yet
normative, judgments carry over, it seems, to moral thoughts as well.

22. This is, of course, Kant’s proposal as to what is distinctive of, and peculiar to,
moral judgments. See Immanuel Kant, 178s.
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CHAPTER 2

THEOLOGICAL
VOLUNTARISM

PHILIP L. QUINN

THEOLOGICAL voluntarism may be understood initially as a metaethical concep-
tion according to which ethics depends, at least in part, on something about God’s
will. Recent discussions of this conception have focused on the particular form it
takes in divine command metaethics. According to a divine command conception,
ethics depends, at least in part, on God’s commands. It seems plausible to begin
with the assumption, which is open to later refinement, that divine command
theory is a species of theological voluntarism. If divine commands are expressions
of some aspect of God’s will, divine command theory is a specific kind of theo-
logical voluntarism. But if the possibility that ethics depends on God’s will in
some way not involving divine commands is not precluded, it remains an open
question whether there are other species of theological voluntarism.

Most contemporary analytic philosophers do not accept divine command
metaethics or any other kind of theological voluntarism. During the last three
decades of the twentieth century, however, there was a revival of interest in divine
command theory among analytic philosophers of religion. I think the upshot of
this revival is support for the conclusion that a particular version of divine com-
mand metaethics is, from a philosophical point of view, a live option for theists
of a certain sort. My aim in this essay is to argue for that conclusion.

The essay has seven sections. In the first, I rehearse some arguments internal
to Christian theism that constitute a cumulative case for theological voluntarism.
The second section presents the principles of a divine command theory of obli-
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gation and attempts to justify the theoretical decisions that lie behind my choice
to formulate the theory in the way I do. In the third section, I set forth what I
take to be the most powerful objection to this theory; it is a challenge adapted
for application to my theory from a line of thought found in Plato’s Euthyphro.
The fourth section adds to the divine command theory of obligation a theistic
account of ethical goodness according to which it depends on God but not on
God’s commands or will. In the fifth section, I defend the theory developed in
the second and fourth sections against two objections that I find it easier to
dispose of than the Euthyphro Objection but worth considering nevertheless be-
cause many people find them troublesome. The sixth section contains my defense
of the theory against the Euthyphro Objection and against one further objection
to which that defense gives rise. I note, however, that there is some tension be-
tween this defense and one of the strands in the cumulative case for theological
voluntarism that is internal to Christian theism. So, in the seventh section, I try
to resolve this tension by deliberating about a modernized version of the story of
the akedah, the binding of Isaac, found in Genesis 22.

1. A CHRISTIAN CASE FOR
THEOLOGICAL VOLUNTARISM

The argument for theological voluntarism from within Christian theism that I
summarize in this section is a cumulative case argument with four parts. Cu-
mulative case arguments are typically described in analogical terms. For example,
the parts of a cumulative case support its conclusion in the way the legs of a chair
support the weight of a seated person. No single leg can support all the weight,
but the four legs together do the job. Similarly, all four parts of my cumulative
case taken together lend considerable support to theological voluntarism, even
though each of them on its own only gives it fairly weak support. The argument
is internal to Christian theism in the sense that some of its premises are drawn
from sources Christians do not share with nontheists or even with theists gen-
erally, and no attempt is made to support such premises with materials from
sources shared by all theists or by theists and nontheists alike. I have discussed
various parts of this case in greater detail in previous publications (see Quinn,
1990, 1992, 2000). Nevertheless, it seems to me important for two reasons to
rehearse them, if only briefly, in this essay. First, they help to make it clear why
theological voluntarism is, at least other things being equal, an attractive option
for Christian theists. And, second, as I will show later on, there is some tension
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between parts of my case and views I shall endorse when I defend a divine com-
mand theory. I must resolve this tension if my defense is to be fully successful,
and so I need to be explicit from the outset about how the tension is generated.

Before I provide a sketch of the cumulative case, let me issue four disclaimers.
I do not claim that the four parts of my cumulative case exhaust the support for
theological voluntarism to be found within Christianity. I leave open the question
of whether further support for theological voluntarism can be derived from
themes in Christian theory or practice other than those to which I appeal. Nor
do I claim that the case for theological voluntarism is stronger than any case that
might be made within Christianity for a rival conception of ethics such as natural
law theory. I also leave open the question of how the case for theological vol-
untarism fares in comparison to any cases for competitors that might be con-
structed. I make no claims about whether similar cases for theological voluntarism
can be built within Judaism or Islam. I leave open the question of whether the-
ological voluntarism can be supported from within the traditions of either of the
other two major monotheisms. And I make no claims about whether theological
voluntarism can only be supported from within the perspective of a particular
religion. I also leave open the question of whether the distinctively Christian
assumptions of my case can themselves derive further justification from sources
such as natural theology or religious experience that do not rest on theological
presuppositions.

My cumulative case’s first leg, so to speak, comes from Christian devotional
practice. According to an old saying, the law of prayer is the law of belief (lex
orandi, lex credendi). No doubt we should understand the principle expressed by
the old saying to be governed by an implicit ceteris paribus clause, since popular
devotion sometimes contains elements that are superstitious or even, as in the
case of some cults, wicked. Yet, other things being equal, what is professed in
Christian religious practice is a good guide to what ought to be affirmed by
Christian theological theory. It is clear that Christian religious practice strongly
emphasizes the theme of conforming one’s own will to the will of God. Janine
M. Idziak has collected numerous examples of this theme from Christian devo-
tional sources such as hymns and prayer books (Idziak, 1997). Theological vol-
untarism reflects this theme at the level of metaethical theory. Moreover, there
seems to be nothing superstitious or otherwise flawed about this aspect of Chris-
tian devotional practice. Hence it provides some support for theological volun-
tarism in accord with the principle of lex orandi, lex credendi.

The second leg of my cumulative case comes from the Christian New Tes-
tament. It is a striking feature of its ethics of love (agape) that love is the subject
of a command. In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus of Nazareth states the command in
response to a lawyer who asks which commandment is the greatest. Jesus replies:
“You shall love the Lord your God with your whole heart, with your whole soul,
and with all your mind. This is the greatest and the first commandment. The
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second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Matthew 22:37-39).
Jesus endorses essentially the same command at Mark 12:29-31 and at Luke 10:
27—28. And in his last discourse to his followers, reported in John’s Gospel, Jesus
tells them that “the command I give you is this, that you love one another” (John
15:17). So the authors of these narratives of the life of Jesus agree that the Christian
ethics of love for one another takes the form of a command. If Jesus is God the
Son, as traditional Christians believe, this command has its source in and expresses
the will of God. Thus the New Testament’s agapeistic ethics provides some support
for a specifically divine command version of theological voluntarism.

The case’s third leg derives from a Christian tradition of interpreting stories
in the Hebrew Bible that recount the incidents often described as the immoralities
of the patriarchs. They are cases in which God commands something that appears
to be wicked and, indeed, to violate a prohibition laid down by God in the
Decalogue, which is the list of the Ten Commandments found at Exodus 20:1-17
and Deuteronomy 5:6—21. Three such cases come up over and over again in Chris-
tian biblical commentary. The first is the story of the akedah, which involves a
divine command to Abraham, recorded at Genesis 22:1—2, to offer his son Isaac
as a sacrifice. The second is the divine command reported at Exodus 11:2, which
was taken to be a command that the Israelites plunder their oppressors on their
way out of Egypt. And the third is the divine command to the prophet Hosea,
stated first at Hosea 1:2 and then repeated at Hosea 3:1, to have sexual relations
with a woman guilty of sexual sins. According to these stories, God has apparently
commanded murder, theft, and adultery or fornication in particular cases. More-
over, the tradition of biblical exegesis with which I am concerned supposes that
God actually did issue the commands reported in the stories. They therefore give
rise to some tough ethical problems.

Thomas Aquinas confronts the problems posed by the three famous cases in
the following passage:

Consequently when the children of Israel, by God’s command, took away the
spoils of the Egyptians, this was not theft; since it was due to them by the
sentence of God.—Likewise when Abraham consented to slay his son, he did
not consent to murder, because his son was due to be slain by the command
of God, Who is Lord of life and death; for He it is Who inflicts the punish-
ment of death on all men, both godly and ungodly, on account of the sin of
our first parent, and if a man be the executor of that sentence by Divine au-
thority, he will be no murderer any more than God would be.—Again, Osee,
by taking unto himself a wife of fornications, or an adulterous woman, was
not guilty either of adultery or of fornication: because he took unto himself
one who was his by command of God, Who is the author of the institution of
marriage. (Summa Theologiae 1-11, 100, 8)

In this passage, Aquinas reasons in the following way. Because God commanded
the Israelites to plunder the Egyptians, what the Israelites took on their exit from
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Egypt was due to them. Since theft involves taking what is not one’s due, the
plunder of the Egyptians was not theft and so was not wrong. Similarly, because
God, who is lord of life and death, commanded Abraham to slay Isaac, Isaac was
due to receive the punishment of death all humans deserve in consequence of
Adam’s original sin. Since murder involves slaying someone who is not due to be
slain, Abraham’s consent to the slaying of Isaac was not consent to murder and
so was not wrong. And because God, who is the author of marriage, commanded
Hosea to take the sinful woman as his wife, she was his wife, and so he was guilty
of neither adultery nor fornication in having intercourse with her. In all three
cases, the divine commands determined the ethical status of the actions in ques-
tion; they transformed actions that otherwise would have been wrong into actions
that were not wrong. And similar solutions to the problem posed by the (appar-
ent) immoralities of the partriarchs are found in the work of Augustine, Bernard
of Clairvaux, Andrew of Neufchateau, and other medievals. (For details, see
Quinn, 1990.)

Of course it is open to Christians to reject the assumption that God actually
issued all the commands reported in these biblical stories. But even Christians
who treat one or more of these cases as merely possible, rather than actual, may
concur with the tradition under consideration in thinking that divine commands
would, if they were issued, make precisely the ethical difference the tradition says
they actually did make. It seems to me there would be enough agreement among
Christians about some possible or actual cases of this kind to warrant the claim
that Christian moral intuitions yield confirming instances for a divine command
ethics. Hence a venerable Christian tradition of biblical exegesis provides some
support for a divine command version of theological voluntarism.

My cumulative case’s fourth and final leg derives from more abstract theo-
retical considerations involving the doctrine of divine sovereignty. According to
this doctrine, God is sovereign lord of the universe in the sense that things other
than God depend on and are under the control of God. Two reasons why Chris-
tians would want to include a strong doctrine of divine sovereignty in theology
pertain to creation and providence. Christian theology customarily insists on a
sharp distinction between God and the created world. Traditional accounts of
divine creation and conservation assert that each contingent being depends on
God’s power for its existence whenever it exists. God, by contrast, depends on
nothing outside of God for existence. So God has complete sovereignty over the
realm of contingent existence. Christians also typically hold that we can trust
God’s promises about the future and our salvation without any reservations. Even
if God does not control the finest details of history because of a logically prior
decision to create a world in which there is real indeterminism at the quantum
level or libertarian free will, God has the power to ensure that the created universe
will serve divine purposes for it and each of the rational creatures in it over the
long haul. Hence God also has extensive providential sovereignty over the realm
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of contingent events. A Christian theology will have greater theoretical unity if it
can extend divine sovereignty from the factual realm of contingent existence and
events into the value domain of ethics. If this extension can be pushed far enough,
the result will be a theology blessed with simplicity. Because unity and simplicity
are important theoretical virtues, Christians will want them in their theological
theory if they can be purchased at a reasonable cost. Adopting theological vol-
untarism would extend divine sovereignty into the ethical domain. It would
therefore increase the unity and simplicity of Christian theological theory. Hence
the desirability of theoretical unity and simplicity in Christian theology provides
some support for theological voluntarism.

The strength of this cumulative case for theological voluntarism derives in
part from the diversity of Christian sources to which it appeals. Considerations
drawn from devotional practice, gospel ethics, scriptural hermeneutics, and the-
ological theory converge in supporting, from within a Christian perspective, the-
ological voluntarism or a divine command version of it. The case is clearly not
conclusive. However, it suffices, in my opinion, to show that theological volun-
tarism is a prima facie attractive option for Christian theists. Whether it is an
attractive option all things considered will, of course, depend on how well it stands
up to philosophical criticism.

2. A DiviNE COMMAND THEORY OF
MORAL DEONTOLOGY

A critical examination of theological voluntarism is best conducted in terms of a
precisely formulated theory. In order to obtain such a theory, some choices among
alternative possibilities need to be made and justified. The chief points of decision
are represented in the following schema.

(1) Ethical status E bears dependency relation D to divine feature F.

We thus need to answer three questions. What is it in ethics—what ethical status
or statuses—that is dependent upon God? How do these elements of ethics de-
pend on God, that is, what dependency relation do they bear to God? And what
is it about God—what divine feature, broadly construed, is it—upon which these
ethical elements depend? I shall take up these questions in reverse order.

Since divine commands are usually construed as expressions of God’s will, it
might be thought that a theory formulated in terms of states of God’s will would
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get at deeper sources of ethical status than one formulated in terms of divine
commands. But attempts to specify the sorts of divine volitions upon which ethical
statuses depend must grapple with the difficulty that ethical transgression is not
in every respect contrary to God’s will. Wrongdoing that an omnipotent being
could prevent occurs, and so God is willing to permit such wrongdoing. So ethical
transgression is only contrary to what God wills in a particular way, and it is
incumbent on a divine will theory to spell out the particular aspect of God’s will
on which ethical status depends. This task introduces theoretical complications
for divine will formulations that do not bedevil divine command formulations.
Hence it might also be thought that divine command formulations are to be
preferred to divine will formulations on grounds of simplicity. These and other
considerations that bear on the relative merits of formulations of the two kinds
have been extensively debated in recent publications (see Adams, 1996, 1999,
pp- 258—262; Murphy, 1998; Quinn, 2000).

For the sake of simplicity, I opt in this essay to bypass the issues raised in
that debate and to work with a divine command formulation. I shall not try to
elucidate the particular way in which ethical status depends on God’s will. Since
my chief aim is to respond to objections, this choice will not be a source of bias,
provided it does not make the objections more or less difficult to answer than
they otherwise would be. To help ensure that it does not, I shall assume that what
God commands is necessarily coextensive with what God wills in the relevant way.
I thus deprive myself, for example, of what some commentators have taken to be
an attractive response to the akedah. I cannot consistently say that, though God
did command Abraham to sacrifice Isaac, Abraham was nevertheless never re-
quired to do so because God never willed in the relevant way that Abraham
sacrifice Isaac. I thus endorse the view that divine commands, when they are in
effect, cannot fail to express what God wills in the relevant way.

There are several candidates worth considering for the relation between divine
commands and ethical status. In a divine command theory of ethical wrongness,
Robert M. Adams has proposed the relation of property identity. He says: “My
new divine command theory of the nature of ethical wrongness, then, is that
ethical wrongness is (i.e., is identical with) the property of being contrary to the
commands of a loving God” (1987, p. 139). Though I know of no decisive argu-
ment against this proposal, I do not find it attractive because it is ruled out by
fine-grained criteria of property identity of a sort I consider metaphysically plau-
sible. An example is the criterion that property P is identical with property Q
only if whoever conceives of P conceives of Q and vice versa. According to this
criterion, being ethically wrong is not identical with being contrary to the com-
mands of a loving God, since many people, especially nontheists, typically conceive
of being ethically wrong without conceiving of being contrary to the commands
of a loving God. Edward R. Wierenga makes use of a relation of agent causation
in a principle of wrongness he advocates. His principle asserts:
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For every agent x, state of affairs S, and time t, (i) it is wrong that x bring
about S at t if and only if God forbids that x bring about S at t, and (ii) if it is
wrong that x bring about S at t, then by forbidding that x bring about S at t
God brings it about that it is wrong that x bring about S at t. (1989, p. 217)

According to this principle, wrongness depends causally on divine commands in
the sense that God brings it about that actions are wrong by prohibiting them.
And, using one or another of the various definitions of supervenience proposed
in the recent literature, a theory could be formulated in which wrongness super-
venes on some property such as being forbidden by God or being contrary to the
commands of God.

I know of no conclusive reason for preferring to explicate the dependency
relation in question in terms of causality rather than supervenience or vice
versa. Hence 1 wish to leave both these options open. Following the lead of
those philosophers who speak of right-making or wrong-making characteristics,
I shall think of divine commands making it the case that actions have ethical
status, leaving open the question of whether the making at issue is the deter-
mination of causal production or the determination of supervenience. So I opt
to understand the dependency relation that ethical status bears to divine com-
mands in terms of divine commands being makers of ethical status. Thus ac-
tions might be made wrong either in virtue of the supervenience of wrongness
on being divinely prohibited or in virtue of God causing them to be wrong by
prohibiting them.

The theory I shall defend holds that the ethical statuses constitutive of de-
ontology depend on divine commands. As it is usually understood, deontology
works with three main concepts: rightness, wrongness, and obligation. Any two
of these concepts can be defined in terms of the third. I take rightness to be my
undefined, primitive concept. Right actions are permissible; they are actions that,
ethically speaking, it is all right to perform. Using the concept of rightness, wrong-
ness can be defined as follows. Actions are wrong if and only if they are not right.
Wrong actions may be thought of as actions that are ethically forbidden or pro-
hibited. Rightness and wrongness are collectively exhaustive and mutually exclu-
sive; every action is right or wrong, and no action is both right and wrong.
Employing the concept of wrongness thus defined, a definition of obligation is
easy to formulate: Actions are obligatory if and only if not performing them is
wrong. Obligatory actions may be thought of as actions that are demanded or
required by ethics; they are actions whose performance is ethically necessary. I
adopt the customary assumption that obligation is a proper subcategory of right-
ness: some actions are both right and obligatory, while others are right but not
obligatory. Obligation and wrongness are matters of duty. Doing one’s duty con-
sists of performing obligatory actions and not performing wrong actions. In effect,
therefore, deontology is a system of requirements, permissions, and prohibitions
governing actions.
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As I have described it, deontology is only a proper part of ethics. Ethics
addresses the large question of how one should live one’s life. Since people need
certain character traits in order to live well, a complete ethics will contain an
account of the virtues. Ethics also covers the axiological domain whose funda-
mental concepts are goodness and badness. Many things other than actions—for
example, persons, habits, and motives—are correctly described as good or bad.
Hence, the axiological domain does not coincide with the realm of deontology.
What is more, even when we restrict our attention to actions, the fundamental
axiological concepts mark different distinctions than do the main concepts of
deontology, according to many conceptions of ethics. Such conceptions allow for
supererogatory actions, understood to be actions that are good but not obligatory,
as well as actions that are bad but not wrong, for instance, in cases in which,
forced to choose between two bad courses of action, one’s choice of the lesser of
two evils is permissible. Ethics thus has the option of offering separate accounts
of deontology and of axiology.

At this point, I shall regiment language a bit by stipulating that my divine
command theory of the deontological realm is a theory of morality. I do not
claim that this stipulation matches ordinary usage of the term “morality” and its
cognates among philosophers. Many philosophers use the phrases “ethical theory”
and “moral theory” interchangeably. However, I do think it comes close to the
usage of those who, like Bernard Williams, regard morality as a peculiar institution
we would be better off without. For when Williams explains the peculiarities of
morality, his discussion focuses on the concept of obligation understood in a
special way (see Williams, 1985, ch. 10). So it is natural enough to think of my
divine command theory of obligation and the other two deontological statuses as
a divine command account of morality.

A topic that deserves some comment is why a divine command theory should
be, at least in the first instance, a theory of morality. It seems natural enough to
suppose that, when God wills in the relevant way and so issues commands, such
commands function legislatively to lay down moral law in a manner analogous
to that in which the wills of human legislators, suitably expressed in votes, say,
enact statutory law. And it also seems natural to think of doing one’s duty by
performing obligatory actions and not performing wrong actions as being obe-
dient to moral law. G. E. M. Anscombe has exploited these natural connections
of ideas in her influential attack on modern moral philosophy. As she sees it,
there is something amiss in the realm of morality. Her recommendation is that

the concepts of obligation and duty—mmoral obligation and moral duty, that is
to say—and of what is morally right and wrong, and of the moral sense of
‘ought’, ought to be jettisoned if this is psychologically possible; because they
are survivals, or derivatives from survivals, from an earlier conception of ethics
which no longer generally survives, and are only harmful without it. (1981,

p. 26)
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The earlier conception is a divine law conception. In that conception, Anscombe
argues,

the ordinary (and quite indispensible) terms ‘should’, ‘needs’, ‘ought’, ‘must’—
acquired this special sense by being equated in the relevant contexts with ‘is
obliged’, or ‘is bound’, or ‘is required to’, in the sense in which one can be
obliged or bound by law, or something can be required by law. (1981, pp. 29—
30)

It is not possible to have a conception of this sort, she thinks, unless one believes
in God as a law-giver in the way many theists do.

Perhaps Anscombe’s conclusion can be successfully resisted. A Kantian con-
ception of moral law might be thought of as a secularized replacement for a divine
law conception. On such a view, one’s own practical reason is a faculty of self-
legislation; it imposes obligations. So secular moral theorists could try to salvage
morality by becoming Kantians of some sort. Anscombe treats the Kantian con-
ception with scorn. She declares:

Kant introduces the idea of ‘legislating for oneself’, which is as absurd as if in
these days, when majority votes command great respect, one were to call each
reflective decision a man made a vote resulting in a majority, which as a matter
of proportion is overwhelming, for it is always 1-0. (1981, p. 27)

But she does not provide much by way of argumentative support for this decla-
ration, and it could easily be contested. Nevertheless, Anscombe’s positive point
is well taken. There is a natural affinity between the concepts of morality and the
concept of divine laws. Divine law conceptions of morality are not susceptible to
criticism of the sort Anscombe sets forth. There is a similar affinity, which is
analogically based, between the concepts of morality and the concept of divine
commands. Divine command conceptions are also invulnerable to this kind of
criticism. The latter affinity seems to me to provide sufficient justification for
thinking that a divine command theory should be, at the very least, an account
of the moral realm within ethics.

Having completed my explanation of why the principles I propose to defend
have the particular shape they do, I am now in a position to state those principles.
In doing so, I adapt the form used by Wierenga in the principle quoted earlier
but omit some of the technicalities that complicate his principle. The three prin-
ciples of my divine command theory of morality may be stated as follows.

(P1) For all actions A, (i) A is morally right (permissible) if and only if God
does not command that A not be performed; and (ii) if A is morally
right (permissible), what makes A morally right (permissible) is it not
being the case that God commands that A not be performed;

(P2) For all actions A, (i) A is morally wrong if and only if God commands
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that A not be performed; and (ii) if A is morally wrong, what makes A
morally wrong is God’s commanding that A not be performed; and
(P3) For all actions A, (i) A is morally obligatory if and only if God com-
mands that A be performed; and (ii) if A is morally obligatory, what
makes A morally obligatory is God’s commanding that A be performed.

One might doubt the claim contained in (P1) that actions are made morally
right by God’s failure to command that they not be performed, on the grounds
that a failure to act cannot make something the case. But, as Wierenga insists, in
some instances, failures to act can do just this. He notes that “my failing to
restrain my companion can make me an accomplice, or my failing to vote in two
successive elections can make me ineligible to vote (without reregistering)” (1989,
p. 217).

Let me conclude this section of the essay with four points of clarification.
First, I assume that God can command both act-types; such as worshiping, which
are repeatable, and act-tokens; such as George W. Bush worshiping at a particular
time, which are not repeatable. So expressions that pick out act-types or expres-
sions that pick out act-tokens may be substituted for the variable letter ‘A’ in
(P1)—(P3). Second, I take (P1)—(P3) to have the modal status of metaphysical
necessity. For reasons that will only become apparent in the sixth section of this
essay, I want to ensure that certain counterfactual conditionals follow from these
principles. Third, I follow traditional theism in assuming that God is a meta-
physically necessary being. And, fourth, for reasons that will only become appar-
ent in the final section, I assume that God never both commands that an action
be performed and commands that it not be performed. If God commands that
an action be performed, God does not also command that it not be performed.

3. THE EuUTHYPHRO OBJECTION
FORMULATED WiTH HELP FROM
CUDWORTH AND LEIBNIZ

The most powerful objection to divine command morality is sometimes thought
to be rooted in classical antiquity. In the dialogue Euthyphro, Plato has Socrates
ask Euthyphro to consider the following question: “Is what is pious loved by the
gods because it is pious, or is it pious because it is loved?” (Euthyphro 10a) Com-
mentators have suggested that the two parts of the question correspond to the
horns of a dilemma. It has the following form. Either what is pious is loved by
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the gods because it is pious, or what is pious is pious because it is loved by the
gods. Some of the discussion in the dialogue turns on special features of the
polytheism of Greek popular religion. For example, Socrates suggests that the gods
might disagree in their attitudes toward things usually regarded as pious, some
of the gods loving them while others hate them. He persuades Euthyphro that in
that case there would be things that are both pious and impious if things are
pious because they are loved by the gods. This suggestion seems to be a real
possibility for the quarrelsome gods portrayed in Homer’s epic poetry, but it
clearly is not a possibility for contemporary theists. So the question needs to be
reformulated if it is to be addressed to contemporary divine command morality.

A question that should be asked by theists who believe that God issues com-
mands is this: Are actions commanded by God because they are obligatory, or
are they obligatory because they are commanded by God? And there is, of course,
a similar question to be asked about wrongness and being prohibited or forbidden
by God. The dilemma corresponding to the first question has the following form:
either actions are commanded by God because they are obligatory, or actions are
obligatory because they are commanded by God. It seems that both horns of the
dilemma have consequences that are unacceptable to the divine command mor-
alist (see Joyce, 2002, secs. 1-3).

The divine command theorist must reject the dilemma’s first horn. If actions
are commanded by God because they are obligatory, then such actions are oblig-
atory prior to and independent of being divinely commanded. But divine com-
mand theorists cannot accept the view that actions are obligatory independent of
being divinely commanded, because it is inconsistent with their position that
divine commands make actions obligatory. Actions that are made obligatory by
divine commands cannot also be obligatory independent of those commands.
My divine command theory’s principle of obligation, (P3), is thus inconsistent
with the view that actions are obligatory independent of divine commands. In
addition, this view undercuts one of the arguments in the cumulative case for a
divine command conception of morality, since actions that are obligatory inde-
pendent of God’s commands are not actions over whose moral status God has
sovereignty or voluntary control.

So the divine command theorist is stuck with the dilemma’s second horn and
must come to grips with two powerful objections.

The first is often described as the arbitrariness objection. If actions are oblig-
atory because they are commanded by God, then it seems that obligation is com-
pletely arbitrary, because God could, just by commanding it, make any action
whatsoever obligatory, and no matter how horrendous an action might be, it
would be obligatory if God were to command it. As William P. Alston puts the
arbitrariness objection, “[a]nything that God should decide to command would
thereby be obligatory. If God should command us to inflict pain on each other
gratuitously we would thereby be obliged to do so” (1990, p. 305). Wierenga calls
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this objection the “Anything Goes” objection. He finds it expressed in forceful
and vivid language in Ralph Cudworth’s Treatise Concerning Eternal and Immu-
table Morality. Cudworth writes:

divers Modern Theologers do not only seriously, but zealously contend . . .[t]hat
there is nothing Absolutely, Intrinsically, and Naturally Good and Evil, Just and
Unjust, antecedently to any positive Command of God; but that the Arbitrary Will
and Pleasure of God, (that is, an Omnipotent Being devoid of all Essential and
Natural Justice) by its Commands and Prohibitions, is the first and only Rule and
Measure thereof. Whence it follows unavoidably that nothing can be imagined
so grossly wicked, or so foully unjust or dishonest, but if it were supposed to
be commanded by this Omnipotent Deity, must needs upon that Hypothesis
forthwith become Holy, Just and Righteous. (1976, pp. 9-10)

So consider some foul and depraved action, say, torturing an innocent child for
one’s own amusement. According to Cudworth, if actions are obligatory because
they are commanded by God, then torturing an innocent child for one’s own
amusement would be obligatory if God were to command it.

The other objection to which the second horn of the dilemma gives rise is
that it does not allow us to frame an adequate conception of God’s goodness.
Alston puts the objection in the following way’

For since the standards of moral goodness are set by divine commands, to say
that God is morally good is just to say that He obeys His own commands. And
even if it makes sense to think of God as obeying commands that He has given
Himself, that is not at all what we have in mind in thinking of God as morally
good. We aren’t just thinking that God practices what he preaches, whatever
that may be. (1990, p. 305)

Wierenga calls his version of this objection the “Depriving God of Goodness”
objection. If moral goodness consists in obedience to divine commands, then to
say that God is morally good is just to say that God always obeys self-addressed
commands. But since there is no moral value in always being obedient to self-
addressed commands, the divine command theorist is unable to maintain that
God is morally good. Wierenga finds a variant of this form of the objection set
forth by Leibniz in his Theodicy. Leibniz argues as follows. “Those who believe
that God establishes good and evil by an arbitrary decree . . . deprive God of the
designation good,” for “what cause would one have to praise . .. [God] for what
he does, if in doing something quite different he would have done equally well?”
(1952, para. 176) Of course, since I have stipulated that the word “morality” and
its cognates are to apply exclusively to the deontological realm within ethics, I
must not put this objection, as Alston and Wierenga do, in terms of moral good-
ness. I must instead take it to be the claim that the divine command theorist lacks
the resources to frame an adequate conception of God’s ethical goodness or de-
prives God of ethical goodness, where ethical goodness is the sort of goodness
that falls within the axiological domain of ethics.
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4. A BRIEF AccouNT OF GoOD’s
ETHicAL GOODNESS

It seems to me the strongest form of divine command theory is one according to
which it is only a theory of morality and is not also a theory of the axiological
domain. Alston suggests that the divine command theorist should “fence in the
area the moral status of which is constituted by divine commands so that the
divine nature and activity fall outside that area” (1990, p. 306). If this is done,
the divine command theorist will be free to understand divine ethical goodness
in some other way than obedience to self-addressed divine commands and to hold
that divine goodness thus understood provides a constraint on what God can
command, rooted in the divine nature. This suggestion seems to show promise
of yielding a strategy for response to the two objections that derive from the
second horn of our updated Euthyphro dilemma. But how are we then to un-
derstand God’s ethical goodness?

Alston makes a radical proposal. It is that we think of the individual being
God as the paradigm or supreme standard of ethical goodness. He develops the
proposal in the following way.

God plays the role in evaluation that is more usually assigned, by objectivists
about value, to Platonic Ideas or principles. Lovingness is good (a good-
making feature, that on which goodness supervenes) not because of the Pla-
tonic existence of a general principle, but because God, the supreme standard
of goodness, is loving. Goodness supervenes on every feature of God, not be-
cause some general principles are true but just because they are features of
God. (1990, p. 319)

Alston points out that thinking of the concept of goodness in this way would
parallel our thinking about other concepts. According to cognitive scientists, some
of our concepts are structured in terms of a prototypical individual and a system
of relations of similarity to it. Or consider the concept of the meter of length,
before it was redefined in terms of the wavelength of radiation of a certain sort.
It was then the case that what makes a certain length a meter is its equality to a
particular metal bar in Paris. Alston makes the analogy with goodness explicit in
this fashion:

What makes this table a meter in length is not its conformity to a Platonic
essence but its conformity to a certain existing individual. Similarly, on the
present view, what ultimately makes an act of love a good thing is not its con-
formity to some general principle but its conformity to, or approximation, to
God, Who is both the ultimate source of the existence of things and the su-
preme standard by reference to which they are to be assessed. (1990, p. 320)
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Of course, as Alston recognizes, the analogy is not perfect. While it is arbitrary
which particular physical object was chosen to be the standard meter, Alston is
not supposing that it is similarly arbitrary whether God or someone else serves
as the standard of ethical goodness. A point in favor of Alston’s proposal is that
it does not undermine divine sovereignty. On his view, though goodness is in-
dependent of divine commands and so of what God wills in the way relevant to
commanding, it is not independent of God or other aspects of God’s nature and
activities. However, if divine goodness thus understood is to constrain divine
commands so that they are not arbitrary, the aspects of God’s nature and activities
on which it depends must not vary without restriction across possible worlds in
such a way that anything goes with respect to what God can be or can do. Such
limits are part of traditional theistic conceptions of God. It is usually assumed
that the divine nature contains essential properties that God could not lack and
that there are divine activities that God could not fail to engage in.

Alston’s proposal has recently been developed into a comprehensive account
of ethical goodness by Adams. On his view, which he describes as a kind of theistic
Platonism, God is the Good Itself, the paradigm or standard of goodness. Crea-
tures, their characters, their motives, and their deeds are good in virtue of bearing
relations of resemblance to God. Recalling the story in Genesis 1 according to
which humans were created in the image of God, theists might say that human
goodness is a matter of standing in relations of imaging to God. Adams empha-
sizes that the Good Itself is infinite and transcendent and so is to some extent
alien to us and beyond our cognitive grasp. As he puts it, in words he first applies
to the Holy but then goes on to say are also true of the Good Itself, “[i]t screams
with the hawk and laughs with the hyenas. We cannot comprehend it. It is fearful
to us, and in some ways dangerous” (1999, p. 52). Though the Good Itself cannot,
for Adams, be utterly opposed to the ideas of goodness we bring to theology from
other spheres of life, it can be at odds with our ideas in some ways. To suppose
that the Good Itself must conform to our ideas in every respect would be a form
of idolatry; it would be set up our ideas rather than God as the ultimate focus of
our devotion.

Adams constructs a divine command theory of obligation that is set within
the context of, and is thus constrained by, this theistic axiology. Within this con-
text, God’s character or nature serves as a constraint on what God could com-
mand. The morality generated by divine commands cannot be utterly opposed to
the beliefs about morality we bring to theology from ordinary life. As Adams
insists, “we simply will not and should not accept a theological ethics that ascribes
to God a set of commands that is too much at variance with the ethical outlook
that we bring to our theological thinking” (1999, p.256). Hence we should not
believe that God could command just anything. Yet the framework Adams en-
dorses allows us to ascribe to God a set of commands that is somewhat at odds
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with the ethical outlook we bring to theology because its standard of goodness,
being transcendent, is to some extent beyond our cognitive grasp and is also
fearful and in some ways dangerous to us. So we cannot rule out the possibility
of there being at least a few genuine divine commands that shock us. And this
possibility is enough to keep alive what Adams describes as “our darkest fear
about God’s commands—the fear that God may command something evil”
(p- 277).

I concur with Alston and Adams in thinking that the strongest form of divine
command theory is a divine command account of morality constrained by a
theistic axiology rooted not in decrees of the divine will but in God’s nature and
character. 1 therefore hold that theological voluntarism should not be extended
from deontology to axiology. I think restricting divine command theory in this
way gives it its best shot at a successful response to the Euthyphro objection. But
before I spell out that response, I shall make a brief detour in order to deal with
a couple of other objections.

5. A DEFENSE AGAINST OBJECTIONS BY
BENTHAM AND FRANKENA

There are, of course, many objections to divine command morality other than
the Euthyphro objection. I have offered defenses against quite a few of them
elsewhere (see Quinn, 1978, pp. 39—64, 1979, pp- 313—323). In this essay, I cannot,
for lack of space, cover all of this territory again. However, I shall respond to two
objections that, as I have learned from my teaching experience, students find
troublesome.

The first is that divine command theory is of no practical use. A remark by
Jeremy Bentham will serve to motivate the objection. He claims:

We may be perfectly sure, indeed, that whatever is right is conformable to the
will of God: but so far is that from answering the purpose of showing us what
is right, that it is necessary to know first whether a thing is right, in order to
know from thence whether it be conformable to the will of God. (1948, p. 22)

Bentham’s remark suggests that a moral theory will be useless unless it answers
to the purpose of showing us what is right, wrong, and obligatory. Obviously,
many theists will not accept the assumption that, for example, we must first know
whether an action is obligatory in order to conclude that it is commanded by
God. Such theists will insist that scripture, tradition, and even, in some cases,
personal religious experience are independent sources of knowledge of divine



THEOLOGICAL VOLUNTARISM 79

commands. But even they should be prepared to allow that these sources do not
yield knowledge of divine commands governing the fine details of our obligations
with respect to such urgent contemporary moral issues as euthanasia, physician-
assisted suicide, human cloning, and stem cell research. So divine command mor-
alists should grant that their theory does not provide us with a complete decision
procedure for obligation—a way of deciding or determining, for every action,
whether or not it is obligatory.

However, my divine command theory does not claim to provide a complete
decision procedure for obligation. It only asserts that obligation stands in a certain
sort of metaphysical dependency relation to divine commands, that God’s com-
mands make it the case that actions are obligatory. It makes no epistemological
claims, and, in particular, it makes no claims at all about how we might come to
know what God has commanded. It does not imply that we can come to know
what is obligatory only by first coming to know what God commands. Hence the
concession that it does not provide a complete decision procedure for obligation
is not a refutation of it. And since similar points hold for rightness and wrongness,
the concession that my divine command theory does not provide a complete
decision procedure for morality fails to refute it.

Moreover, it does not seem that failure to provide a complete decision pro-
cedure is to be reckoned a flaw in a theory of the metaphysical foundations of
morality. Presumably, it would be of theoretical interest to learn that what is
obligatory depends on God’s commands, even if this knowledge were by itself of
no practical use. And it is worth noting that, if it were a flaw, this would serve
as the basis for a tu quoque argument against the sort of act utilitarianism usually
attributed to Bentham. According to act utilitarianism, an action is obligatory if
and only if its consequences have greater utility than those of any other action
available to the agent. Due to finite human computational capacities, we are not
now and probably never will be in a position to calculate all the consequences of
all the alternative actions open to the agent in many circumstances in which moral
decisions must be made and then to rank-order their utilities. When this is
pointed out to act utilitarians, some of them respond that it would be of theo-
retical interest to learn that their theory is true, even if applying it to get solutions
to urgent moral problems is often not a practical possibility on account of human
cognitive limitations. It would hardly be fair for act utilitarians who rely on this
response in defending their theory to object to its use by divine command the-
orists in defense of theirs.

The second objection to divine command theory my students worry about
is that it is bound to be socially divisive. William K. Frankena develops it this
way:

However deep and sincere one’s own religious beliefs may be, if one reviews

the religious scene, one cannot help but wonder if there is any rational or ob-
jective method of establishing any religious belief against the proponents of
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other religions or of irreligion. But then one is impelled to wonder also if there
is anything to be gained by insisting that all ethical principles are or must be
logically grounded on religious beliefs. For to insist on this is to introduce into
the foundation of any morality whatsoever all of the difficulties involved in the
adjudication of religious controversies, and to do so is hardly to encourage
hope that mankind can reach, by peaceful and rational means, some desirable
kind of agreement on moral and political principles. (1973, p. 313)

Though Frankena is, in these remarks, discussing views in which the relation
between religion and morality is supposed to be a matter of logic, he would
presumably have similar concerns about my divine command theory in which the
relation involves metaphysical dependency. And, of course, Frankena is quite cor-
rect in pointing out that religious disagreement has been and continues to be a
source of serious conflict. Rivers of blood have been shed in the name of religion.
Nevertheless, there are three things worth saying in response to his concern.

First, religious disagreement does not inevitably lead to disagreement at the
level of moral principles. A divine command theorist can agree with a nontheistic
Kantian moralist on the principle that torturing the innocent is always wrong. To
be sure, they will disagree about why this is the case. The divine command theorist
will hold that torture of the innocent is always wrong because God has prohibited
it, while the secular Kantian may insist that it is wrong because it involves failure
to treat the humanity in another person as an end in itself. But disagreement at
the deepest level of the metaphysics of morals or at the highest level of metaethics
is entirely consistent with considerable agreement on moral principles. Second,
not all moral disagreement is dangerously divisive. A Christian may think that
Mother Teresa was only doing her duty in accord with the gospel commandment
to love the neighbor as oneself when she devoted herself to caring for wretched
people in India. One of Mother Teresa’s nonreligious admirers may believe that
much of the good she did was supererogatory, consisting of deeds above and
beyond the call of duty. But if they agree that she did a great deal of good for
others, their disagreement about whether some her good works were obligatory
or supererogatory is unlikely to provoke serious conflict between them.

Yet, third, even though disagreement about religion is likely to lead to less
moral disagreement than one might at first have imagined, it seems quite un-
realistic to expect agreement on all questions of moral and political principle as
long as disagreement in moral theory persists. However, as Adams has pointed
out, nothing in the history of modern secular moral theory gives us reason to
expect that general agreement on a single comprehensive moral theory will ever
be achieved or that, if achieved, it would long endure in conditions of freedom
of inquiry. As anyone who has taken or taught a course in moral philosophy can
testify, the subject abounds in strife among rival moral theories. The conclusion
Adams draws, with which I agree, is that “the development and advocacy of a
religious ethical theory, therefore, does not destroy a realistic possibility of agree-



THEOLOGICAL VOLUNTARISM 81

ment that would otherwise exist” (1993, p. 91). If those who accept a divine com-
mand theory advocate it, they will not make the situation of disagreement any
worse than it already is in our pluralistic intellectual culture. Hence, even if it is
granted, as I think it should be, that divine command theory is a somewhat
divisive point of view, this concession does not yield a strong reason to refrain
from advocating it.

6. A REPLY TO THE EUTHYPHRO
OBJECTION

Let us return now to Cudworth’s contribution to our updated Euthyphro objec-
tion: Consider again the foul and depraved action of torturing an innocent child
for one’s own amusement. Cudworth’s complaint is that divine command theory
has as a consequence the following conditional.

(2) If God were to command one to torture an innocent child just for the
sake of amusement, it would be morally obligatory for one to torture an
innocent child just for the sake of amusement.

Cudworth is correct about this point. Given that I am taking my divine command
theory’s three principles to be necessary truths, (2) is a straightforward conse-
quence of (P3). However, a refutation of my divine command theory can be
derived from this point only if it can be shown that (2) is false. How might this
be done? Cudworth might insist that it is impossible for such a foul and depraved
action to be obligatory. Thus he might say:

(3) There is no possible world in which it is morally obligatory for someone
to torture an innocent child just for the sake of amusement.

For the sake of argument, I shall grant that (3) is true. Cudworth might then go
on to claim that the divine command theorist is committed to holding that God
could command such a foul and depraved deed. In other words, he might claim
that the divine command theorist has the following commitment.

(4) There is a possible world in which God commands someone to torture an
innocent child just for the sake of amusement.
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If both (3) and (4) are true, then (2) is false and (P3) is also false. So a divine
command theorist who accepts (3), as I have done, had better be prepared to
reject (4) and to offer some reason for doing so.

I think a divine command theorist who shares the view I have adopted about
how God’s nature, character, and activities constrain divine commands is in a
position to do precisely this. The following line of argument is available to such
a theorist. By a necessity of the divine nature, God is essentially perfectly loving.
A being who is essentially perfectly loving could not torture an innocent child
just for the sake of amusement and could not command someone to do so. Hence
(4) is false, and the antecedent of (2) is impossible. But according to the leading
accounts of the semantics of counterfactual conditionals, a counterfactual with an
impossible antecedent is true. Therefore, (2) is true. So (P3) is not refuted by
having (2) as a consequence.

This line of argument, which is adapted from Wierenga, seems to me an
adequate defense against Cudworth’s objection (see Wierenga, 1989, pp. 220—221).
Brad Hooker, however, has recently argued that it has unacceptable consequences.
Hooker first argues that a divine command theory has the following consequence.

(5) Before God made any commands, there were no moral requirements.

I will grant, for the sake of argument, that if there were times before God issued
any commands, there were then no moral obligations. So I shall not challenge
(5). Hooker next attributes to me the view that “even before God made any
commands there were requirements of justice (inherent in God’s nature) that
constrained what God could command” (2001, p. 334). This leads him to propose
the following premise.

(6) Even before God made any commands, there were requirements of justice
constraining God’s commands.

And Hooker then draws from (5) and (6) the following conclusion.
(7) Requirements of justice were not moral requirements.

He observes that requirements of justice are moral requirements and endorses the
principle that if they are moral requirements, then they were moral requirements.
From these assumptions, he infers that (7) seems false. I agree with Hooker in
rejecting (7). Since I have also agreed not to challenge (5), I must reject (6). But,
says Hooker, to reject (6) is “to abandon Quinn’s defense of the Divine Command
Theory against Cudworth’s objection” (2001, p. 334).

Hooker is mistaken about this. On my view, before God issued any com-
mands, if there were such times, there were no requirements or obligations bind-
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ing anyone, and so there were no requirements or obligations of justice con-
straining God’s commands. What constrained God at such times were not
requirements of morality but features of the divine nature or character that made
it impossible for God to do certain kinds of things or to issue commands of
certain sorts. Hooker’s error is to attribute to me the view that, before God issued
any commands, there were requirements of justice inherent in God’s nature. I am
prepared to say that the attribute of being essentially perfectly just is inherent in
God’s nature. But it is not my view that this divine attribute must be explicated
in terms of God’s perfect satisfaction of requirements of justice or fulfillment of
obligations of justice. As the account of goodness I have adopted, according to
which God is the paradigm of goodness, suggests, I take God’s perfect justice to
be, like other divine ethical perfections, primarily an axiological matter of who
God is and what God does. If there is a secondary sense in which God is also
deontologically just in virtue of satisfying self-imposed requirements, God is just
in this sense only after having imposed such obligations on Godself by self-
addressed commands. Hence I can consistently reject (6) without abandoning the
defense of my divine command theory against Cudworth’s objection. Hooker’s
attempt to rehabilitate that objection is, therefore, a failure.

My response to the Leibnizian part of the Euthyphro objection should by this
point in the discussion be fairly obvious. The objection presupposes that, since
the standards of goodness are set by divine commands, to say that God is good
is to say that God always obeys self-addressed commands. On my view, however,
the standards of goodness are not set by divine commands. God’s goodness is not
a matter of obedience to self-addressed commands; it is instead a matter of God’s
having a nature that is loving, merciful, and so forth and acting in ways that flow
from having such a nature. Because the axiology I endorse rejects its presuppo-
sition, the objection does not apply to my view. Leibniz explicitly addresses his
variant of the objection to those who believe that God establishes good and evil
by an arbitrary decree. Since my metaethical account of goodness is not com-
mitted to the view that divine decrees determine good and bad, the Leibnizian
variant fails to get a grip on my position. Moreover, given the constraints that,
according to my axiology, the divine nature allows us to place on what God could
do, though it is true that whatever God were to do would be good, it remains
true that whatever God were to do would be praiseworthy. God could not and
so would not do anything for which God would not be praiseworthy.

The upshot is that a divine command theorist who accepts the axiology I
have taken over from Alston and Adams can accept the second horn of the
dilemma in the updated Euthyphro objection without being driven to the unpal-
atable conclusions advertised by Cudworth and Leibniz. It might be thought,
however, that I have purchased immunity from this objection at a price I cannot
really afford to pay. I made an appeal to theoretical unity and simplicity in the
leg of my cumulative case for theological voluntarism that rests on divine sov-
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ereignty. Yet I have endorsed a disunified metaethics. Its divine command morality
is coupled with an axiology in which goodness does not depend entirely on God’s
will. A simpler and more unified theory would make both deontology and axi-
ology dependent on divine volitions; such a theory would be a comprehensive
and thoroughgoing theological voluntarism in metaethics. My overall position is
therefore objectionable, because its case for theological voluntarism is at odds
with the shape I have given my theological ethics in order to make it defensible.

In response to this objection, I begin with the observation that my appeal to
theoretical unity and simplicity only advocated purchasing them if they could be
had at a reasonable cost. It did not argue that they should be obtained at all costs.
An example will indicate why the difference is significant. According to a partic-
ularly simple and unified account of divine sovereignty, God is not only the cause
of existence of all contingent things but is also the cause of God’s own existence
(causa sui). But the doctrine that God is causa sui is open to a serious objection.
An entity must exist and have its causal powers prior to causing the existence of
anything, and so even God cannot bootstrap Godself into existence. Assuming
that this objection is compelling, we must conclude that God is not causa sui.
Hence the unity and simplicity of the account under consideration are purchased
at the price of incoherence, which is too high a price to pay. So theology must
learn to live with the disunity of an account according to which divine causation
explains the existence of all contingent things, and God’s own existence is ex-
plained in some other way or is left unexplained. Similarly, the unity and sim-
plicity of a thoroughgoing theological voluntarism are purchased at too high a
price if a thoroughgoing theological voluntarism lacks a strong defense against
the powerful Euthyphro objection. In that case, a theological ethics that contains
a divine command theory of moral deontology must learn to live with an axio-
logical theory of another sort.

Moreover, the disunity of my metaethics should not be exaggerated. Though
my axiology does make goodness independent of divine commands, it does not
render goodness independent of God. After all, if God did not exist, the Good
itself, the paradigm of goodness, would not exist, and so nothing other than God
would be good in virtue of standing in a relation of resemblance or imaging to
God. My metaethics makes both deontogical and axiological statuses dependent
upon God, though they depend on God in somewhat different ways. Hence my
position does not compromise the doctrine of divine sovereignty. And my case
for theological voluntarism is not in this respect at odds with my own metaethical
position.

There is, however, another respect in which my overall position does suffer
from internal tension that I have not yet resolved. My response to Cudworth’s
objection may seem to undercut my reliance on the possibility of there being
cases like those of Abraham and Isaac, the Israelites and Egyptians, and Hosea
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and the sinful woman in my cumulative case for theological voluntarism. Given
that I say it is impossible for God to command someone to torture an innocent
child just for the sake of amusement, it may seem that I must also say that it is
impossible for God to command Abraham to sacrifice Isaac, impossible for God
to command the Israelites to plunder the Egyptians, and impossible for God to
command Hosea to have sexual relations with the sinful woman. And if I must
say such things, the leg of my cumulative case that involves the immoralities of
the patriarchs collapses and will bear no weight.

Of course, logic alone does not force me to treat all these cases alike. And
my intuitions about them do differ. Consider, for example, the Israelites and the
Egyptians. The analogues of (2)—(4) for their case are the following claims.

(8) If God were to command the Israelities to carry off the possessions of
the Egyptians, it would be morally obligatory for the Israelites to carry
off the possessions of the Egyptians,

(9)  There is no possible world in which it is morally obligatory for the Israel-
ites to carry off the possessions of the Egyptians, and

(10) There is a possible world in which God commands the Israelities to carry
off the possessions of the Egyptians.

In order to maintain my defense against Cudworth’s objection, I must hold that
(8) is true, and I must also hold that (10) is true if I am to use this case in my
argument for theological voluntarism. I must therefore reject (9). But I do not
think it is unreasonable for me to do so. My moral intuitions already tell me that
it is morally permissible for a desperately poor person to take a loaf of bread
from a grocery store without paying for it in order to keep from starving. So
holding that there are possible worlds in which it is obligatory for the Israelites
to carry off the possessions of the Egyptians subjects my combined modal and
moral intuitions to very little strain. And I have a similar reaction to the case of
Hosea. Thus I can maintain my defense against Cudworth’s objection without
paying the price of seeing the leg of my case for theological voluntarism that
involves the immoralities of the patriarchs collapse.

The akedah, of course, is a different matter. What is commanded in that story
is human sacrifice. My intuitions press me strongly in the direction of responding
to Abraham’s sacrificing Isaac in the same way I respond to someone’s torturing
an innocent child just for the sake of amusement. But if I do so, the leg of my
cumulative case involving the immoralities of the patriarchs is weakened, even
though it does not suffer complete collapse. What, then, do I make of the akedah?
I address that extremely difficult question in the concluding section of this essay.
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7. ABRAHAM’S QUANDARY

As I have pointed out, the akedah has been the focus of considerable attention in
Christian traditions of biblical commentary. It has been much discussed by Jewish
commentators (see Spiegel, 1993). The story is particularly disturbing because, as
one recent study argues, there is “nothing in Genesis 22 to support the idea that
God could not command the sacrifice of the son or that an animal is always to
be substituted” (Levenson, 1993, p. 16). And it does not seem plausible to suppose,
as many contemporary commentators do, that the point of Genesis 22 is to con-
demn child sacrifice, for “it is passing strange to condemn child sacrifice through
a narrative in which a father is richly rewarded for his willingness to carry out
that very practice” (p.13). However, I am not competent to contribute to con-
temporary biblical scholarship. So I shall discuss a version of Abraham’s predic-
ament meant to highlight problems it raises for contemporary divine command
theorists. Adams provides an elegant formulation of the quandary we may imagine
a contemporary Abraham confronting. The Abraham he asks us to consider is
someone who, though he recognizes their collective inconsistency, finds each of
the following claims initially overwhelmingly plausible.

(11) If God commands me to do something, it is not morally wrong for me
to do it,

(12) God commands me to kill my son, and

(13) It is morally wrong for me to kill my son. (1999, p. 280)

Which of these three claims should divine command theorists deny if we place
them in the situation of our contemporary Abraham?

It seems at first glance that divine command theorists must accept (11), but
this is not the case. They could maintain that Abraham is in a moral dilemma.
As Adams explains this possibility,

if God commanded Abraham never, under any circumstances, to kill an inno-
cent child, but also commanded him specifically to kill his (innocent) son
Isaac, then, it might be argued, it would by wrong for Abraham to kill Isaac,
because that would be contrary to God’s general command, yet also wrong for
him not to kill Isaac, because that would be contrary to God’s specific com-
mand. (1999, p. 282)

And, indeed, according to my theory’s principle of wrongness, (P2), it seems that
in such a situation killing Isaac would be wrong, because it is an action such that
God commands it not be performed by means of the general command never to
kill an innocent child, yet not killing Isaac would also be wrong, because it is an
action such that God commands it not be performed by means of the specific
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command to kill Isaac. But this way out of Abraham’s quandary carries with it a
very high price. It requires us to suppose that God, who is the paradigm of
goodness, is unwilling to treat either killing Isaac or not killing Isaac as permissible
in the circumstances, by not commanding that it not be performed, in accord
with my theory’s principle of rightness, (P1).

And, in any case, this way out is not available to me. For my theory’s principle
of obligation, (P3), seems, by the same token, to say that in such a situation,
killing Isaac would be obligatory, because it is an action such that God commands
it be performed by means of the specific command to kill Isaac, yet not killing
Isaac would also be obligatory, because it is an action such that God commands
it be performed by means of the general command never to kill an innocent child.
Putting together the apparent implications of both (P2) and (P3) for such a sit-
uation thus yields results that violate two assumptions I have made. Given that
the right and the wrong are mutually exclusive, I cannot say that killing Isaac
would be both wrong and obligatory or that not killing Isaac would be both
wrong and obligatory, because I have assumed that the obligatory is a proper
subdomain of the right. And I cannot say that killing Isaac is an action such that
God commands it be performed and commands it not be performed or that not
killing Isaac is an action such that God commands it be performed and commands
it not be performed, since I have also assumed that God never both commands
that an action be performed and commands that it not be performed. So I must
hold that Abraham is not in a moral dilemma. I shall therefore assume that divine
command theorists should not deny (11). Accordingly, Abraham’s choice boils
down to denying (12) or denying (13). Faced with this choice, Abraham gets
conflicting advice from two great modern philosophers, Kierkegaard and Kant.

Kierkegaard’s advice is to affirm (12) and deny (13). In Fear and Trembling,
Kierkegaard’s pseudonym, Johannes de Silentio, concludes that “the story of Abra-
ham contains therefore a teleological suspension of the ethical” (Kierkegaard, 1968,
p. 77)- It is a suspension of the ethical or, in the idiom of this essay, a suspension
of the moral, because God, by commanding Abraham to kill Isaac, exempts Abra-
ham from a moral principle that would otherwise be binding on him. In the
circumstances, therefore, it is not morally wrong for Abraham to kill his son. The
suspension is teleological because God suspends the moral in order to achieve a
special goal (telos). According to Kierkegaard, God’s goal in the story is to subject
Abraham to a severe test of the depths of his faith, a test that Abraham passes by
consenting to kill his son when commanded to do so. It is worth noting that the
teleological suspension of the ethical plays the same role in Kierkegaard’s thought
about Abraham that the notion of being the executor of a death sentence by
divine authority plays in the thought of Aquinas. In both cases, the general idea
is that God can, in particular instances, create by fiat exemptions or dispensations
from moral principles that would otherwise be in force.

Divine command theorists who follow Kierkegaard’s advice will find that do-
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ing so brings with it a benefit and a cost. The benefit is that their resolution of
Abraham’s quandary allows them to use the story of Abraham and Isaac in a
cumulative case argument in support of their position. The cost is that they must,
in response to Cudworth’s objection, treat the story of Abraham and Isaac in the
way [ treated the case of the Israelities and the Egyptians, not in the way I treated
the case of torturing an innocent child just for the sake of amusement. In partic-
ular, they must hold that there are possible worlds in which human sacrifice is
not morally wrong. As I have already admitted, I find this counterintuitive. Other
divine command theorists who share my intuitions will, at this point, have to bite
the bullet and insist that it is true nevertheless. But biting this bullet does not
seem to be out of the question for someone who regards God’s goodness as
transcendent and partly beyond the ken of humans, since it is open to such a
person to trust that God could see to it that obedience works out for the best,
even if no human is capable of seeing how this is possible.

Kant’s advice is to affirm (13) and deny (12). In a famous passage in The
Conlflict of the Faculties, Kant tells us precisely what Abraham ought to have done.
He writes:

Abraham should have replied to this supposedly divine voice: “That I ought
not to kill my good son is quite certain. But that you, this apparition, are God—
of that I am not certain, and can never be, not even if this voice rings down to
me from (visible) heaven.” (1996, p. 283)

Abraham will affirm that it is wrong for him to kill his son because it is episte-
mically certain for him that he ought not to kill his son. According to Kant, he
will deny that God commands him to kill his son because it is not, and cannot
be, epistemically certain for him that the voice that rings down to him from the
sky is God’s voice. But since Kant puts his point in epistemic terms, it is open to
a rather obvious objection. For traditional theists, God is, as Cudworth men-
tioned, omnipotent. It is within the power of an omnipotent being to give Abra-
ham a sign that would make him epistemically certain that he has been com-
manded by that being to kill his son. Hence it is possible for God to give Abraham
a sign that would make him epistemically certain that he has been commanded
by God to kill his son. There is, however, a fairly direct response to this objection.
Even if it is within the power of an omnipotent being to torture an innocent
child just for the sake of amusement, it does not follow that it is possible for
God, who is both omnipotent and essentially loving, to torture an innocent child
just for the sake of amusement. Similarly, even granted that it is within the power
of an omnipotent being to give Abraham a sign of the kind in question, it does
not follow that it is possible for God, who is both omnipotent and essentially
loving, to give Abraham such a sign. So divine command theorists who take Kant’s
advice can successfully resist the conclusion that it is possible for God to give
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Abraham a sign that would make him epistemically certain that he has been
commanded by God to kill his son.

Benefit and cost will be reversed if divine command theorists follow Kant
rather than Kierkegaard. The benefit is that, in response to Cudworth’s objection,
they may treat the story of Abraham and Isaac in the way I treated the case of
torturing an innocent child just for the sake of amusement and endorse the in-
tuitively appealing view that there is no possible world in which human sacrifice
is not morally wrong. The cost is that they may not use the story of Abraham
and Isaac in a cumulative case argument for their view. They must acknowledge
that the leg of the cumulative case that involves the immoralities of the patriarchs
is weakened, even though it does not collapse, as a result.

Which guide should divine command theorists follow, Kierkegaard or Kant?
My guess is that divine command theorists will, as a matter of fact, divide on this
topic, some favoring Kierkegaard while others favor Kant. The issue seems to me
to be one on which reasonable people may legitimately disagree. Abraham’s quan-
dary is a hard case; there are benefits and costs associated with both options; and
there is room for reasonable disagreement about how to weigh them up. You pay
your money, and you take your choice. I think a divine theorist could reasonably
exercise either option. As I see it, the success of the defense of my divine command
theory of morality that I have offered is independent of a divine command the-
orist’s choice on that issue. So I conclude that my defense is, as far as it goes,
successful both for divine command theorists who choose to be Kierkegaardians
(or Thomists) about Abraham’s quandary and for those who opt for the Kantian
alternative on this point.
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CHAPTER 3

NICHOLAS L. STURGEON

THE term “ethical naturalism” has been used by philosophers as a name for a
number of quite different views, only a few of which are the topic of this essay.
Philosophers writing about ethics standardly draw a distinction between first-
order and second-order questions. First-order questions are about which actions
are right or wrong, which actions, character traits, and institutions good or bad,
and the like. Second-order questions are about the status of the first-order ques-
tions: what their subject matter is, whether they have objective answers, what kind
of evidence is relevant in addressing them. Most of the doctrines called “natural-
ism,” including the ones on which I shall focus, fall in the second of these cate-
gories, though not all do. To begin with several that I shall identify only to put
aside, the ancient sophists initiated a debate about whether morality exists by
nature or by convention, and the term “naturalism” can of course be used for
view that the correct answer is “by nature.” Although this dispute is hard to pin
down, it is presumably a second-order one. A related view—a first-order doctrine,
and perhaps the one introductory students most often think of when introduced
to the term—is that moral goodness or rightness consists in following nature, or
in acting according to nature. This rather vague thesis, too, is one with a long
philosophical pedigree. As Joseph Butler noted, it could mean, a bit more pre-
cisely, either that virtuous actions are ones that conform (in some sense to be
explained) to the nature of things, or that they are the ones that conform more
specifically to human nature. The Stoics held both versions of this view; Butler
followed Aristotle in emphasizing a view of the latter sort (Butler, 1900, Preface
and Sermons 1-3).
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1. “ETHICAL NATURALISM”:
THE STANDARD DEFINITION

For the last century of philosophical discussion, however, the term has most often
been used to name a different doctrine, a second-order one, addressing a different
issue. That issue is whether values and obligations, especially moral values and
moral obligations, fit into a scientifically based, naturalistic view of the world.
Ethical naturalism is understood as the view that they do. It holds, more specif-
ically, (a) that such ethical properties as the goodness of persons, character traits,
and other things, and such as the rightness or wrongness of actions, are natural
properties of the same general sort as properties investigated by the sciences, and
(b) that they are to be investigated in the same general way that we investigate
those properties. It should be clear even from this preliminary statement of the
doctrine that understanding it will depend heavily on understanding just what is
to count as a naturalistic view of the world, or as a natural property, or as the
appropriate way to investigate natural properties. It turns out, in fact, that in the
debate about ethical naturalism these key notions have been understood in dif-
ferent ways. A naturalistic worldview, however, is virtually always understood to
be one that at the very least rejects belief in the supernatural, so part of the issue
under debate is what place there is for moral values and obligations in a world
without a God or gods and without supernatural commands or sanctions. It of
course continues to be a hotly debated issue in philosophy whether any such
naturalistic metaphysical picture is correct. Whether ethical naturalism is a viable
position can be of interest, however, even to someone who rejects a naturalistic
metaphysical view. Theists, for example, sometimes object that an atheistic picture
of the world leaves no place for morality and for moral knowledge; an ethical
naturalist will reply that since moral facts are purely natural facts of the sort that
can exist whether or not there is a God, and that can be known by unproblematic
natural means, this objection is mistaken. So a theist who wants to assess this
reply will have an interest in whether ethical naturalism is correct. It is probably
true, however, that debates about ethical naturalism draw even more of their
interest from the fact that many educated people, including many academic phi-
losophers, do find a naturalistic metaphysics increasingly plausible in light of the
impressive advances of the natural sciences in the last several centuries.

We can see why ethical naturalism, on this standard account of it, is different
from the older doctrines I have mentioned. Some forms of ethical relativism hold
that ethical right and wrong are fixed by nothing but social conventions; but since
facts about social conventions are natural facts, these forms of relativism are
usually considered naturalistic theories, in the standard sense of the term, even
though they would fall on the “convention” side of the older convention-versus-
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nature debate. On the other hand, whether the view that morality exists “by
nature” counts as a naturalistic view in this standard sense depends on the details.
Some versions of the view that right actions are those that follow the nature of
things, for example, construe the nature of things theologically, and so would not
count. In addition, there are theories of ethics that do address the question of
whether moral goods and obligations fit into a naturalistic worldview, and do so
from a naturalistic perspective, but are not versions of what I am calling ethical
naturalism. J. L. Mackie has argued that real ethical facts or properties—what he
calls “objective values”—could not be natural, and has rejected them on that
ground (1977, ch. 1). This is a view about ethics based on a naturalistic view in
philosophy, but it is not ethical naturalism as the term is standardly defined. The
same might be said about ethical noncognitivism, though the case is in one respect
a bit trickier. Noncognitivism comes in a variety of versions; but in its original
and standard formulation, it holds, with Mackie, that there are no moral facts—
and a fortiori no natural moral facts—but adds that it was never the function of
ethical discourse to attempt to state such facts in any case. The primary function
of first-order ethical discourse, of arguments about better and worse, right and
wrong, is instead said to consist in the expression of favorable and unfavorable
attitudes toward things, or of prescriptions or of action-guides of some kind: in
any case, not in the expression of beliefs assessable as true or false. For reasons I
shall come to, some standard arguments for noncognitivism do not tie it to a
naturalistic metaphysics: they present it, at least officially, as a view that should
be equally plausible whether or not there is a God or a supernatural realm. I
believe that it is safe to say, however, that virtually all of the philosophers who
have defended this view have nevertheless been attracted to it largely because it
promises plausibly to fit ethical discourse (though not, of course, ethical facts)
into a naturalistic metaphysics. When it is held in this manner, then it is like
Mackie’s view in being held on the basis of a naturalistic worldview; but (whether
it is held for that reason or any other) it is also like Mackie’s view in not being
a version of ethical naturalism.!

2. MOORE’S INFLUENCE

I have defined ethical naturalism primarily as a metaphysical doctrine (about what
kind of facts moral facts are), though with an unsurprising epistemological cor-
ollary (that since moral facts are natural facts, we can know about them pretty
much as we know about other natural facts). Many twentieth-century discussions
of the doctrine, however, have taken it to include much more specific commit-
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ments in epistemology and in the semantics of moral terms. This is largely due
to the influence of G. E. Moore, who in the first chapter of his Principia Ethica
(1903) claimed to have refuted all forms of ethical naturalism, primarily by at-
tacking what he took to be the doctrine’s epistemological and semantic implica-
tions. Moore’s argument is very dense and at some junctures difficult to interpret;
it is also, by his own later admission and in the opinion of almost everyone who
has written about it since the mid-twentieth century, confused in at least some
respects. But the argument has nevertheless been very influential, in ways that
make it require attention from anyone interested in the debate about naturalism.
Some of the influence has fallen outside academic philosophy. Moore introduced
the expression “naturalistic fallacy” for the mistake—in his view, as the term
suggests, an obvious mistake—that he supposed all proponents of ethical natu-
ralism to have made; and although philosophers—by now realizing that the mis-
take, if there is one, is at least not so obvious as Moore supposed—have mostly
stopped using this term, one still finds it in popular discussions of ethics.> But
Moore also continues to influence philosophical discussion. For one thing, it was
Moore who first defined the doctrine of ethical naturalism in the way that has
become standard. And, more important, although no one now accepts Moore’s
arguments as they stand, a number of writers have maintained that Moore nev-
ertheless accomplished something important, managing to point, however imper-
fectly, to difficulties of principle for naturalism that put it seriously on the defen-
sive. So any assessment of naturalism needs to look at those arguments. As I shall
make clear hereafter, there is certainly more to defending ethical naturalism than
rebutting Moore, but that continues to be an instructive place to start.

Before I turn to Moore’s argument, however, I need to note a peculiarity of
his intended conclusion that has had a significant influence on subsequent dis-
cussions. This is that Moore took himself to be refuting far more than naturalism.
He argued, to be sure, that ethical properties are not natural properties; but he
thought that the very same pattern of argument that he used against naturalism
also showed that ethical properties could not be “metaphysical” (that is, super-
sensible and supernatural) properties either. This means that Moore, famous as
a critic of naturalism, was equally an opponent of supernaturalist views, such as
theological theories of ethics. Goodness is not, to take one of his examples, the
natural property of being what we desire to desire, but neither is it a metaphysical
property such as conformity with God’s will.* Moore even thought the mistake
in these two kinds of view similar enough to call it by a single name, the “nat-
uralistic fallacy,” in both cases. And a few subsequent writers, taking this to be a
key insight of Moore, have gone even further and called theological theories nat-
uralistic.’ In the face of this confusing terminological innovation—basically, ex-
tending the label “naturalistic” to any theory that was one of Moore’s targets—I
should emphasize that in this essay I shall continue to understand ethical natu-
ralism to be the doctrine I have defined, that ethical facts and properties are,
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specifically, natural facts and properties, and that they are knowable in basically
the same way that other natural facts and properties are known. I shall occasion-
ally mention Moore’s arguments against metaphysical ethics, however, when the
comparison is helpful in throwing light on arguments for and against naturalism.

Even from this sketch of his conclusions, it should be clear why Moore’s own
view about ethics might strike a critic as rather peculiar: for he held that ethical
properties are neither natural nor supernatural, and so have to fall in a category
of their own. Since he then added to the sense of mystery in his account by saying
that we could know of these properties only by a form of intuition about which
little could be said, it is not surprising that one critical response to his arguments
has been to accept the negative conclusions while rejecting his positive account.
If goodness is provably neither a natural property nor a supernatural one, as
Moore claimed to have shown, that might not be due to its being sui generis, as
Moore concluded; it might instead be due to there being no such property at all.
This line of thought has been crucial to some noncognitivists, who of course then
supplement it with their own story about the attitude-expressing and action-
guiding functions of moral discourse. This is one example of Moore’s continuing
influence even on critics of ethical naturalism who reject much of his own view.
Since his own negative arguments are deliberately neutral on the question of
whether a naturalistic worldview is correct, however, this means that this standard
defense of noncognitivism is also officially neutral on that question. That is why
I hesitated, earlier, to say that noncognitivism could be characterized as, officially,
a philosophically naturalist view about ethics, while noting that its appeal has
nevertheless been almost entirely to philosophical naturalists.

3. MOORE’S ARGUMENT

I can now turn to Moore’s argument. Because of his commitment to consequen-
tialism, a first-order ethical doctrine according to which the right thing to do is
always to promote as much good as possible, Moore focused on the question of
whether this central ethical property of goodness could be a natural property; but
it has seemed clear to most readers that his arguments, if correct, could be gen-
eralized to show that no other ethical properties are natural, either. Moore took
it as obvious that (1) if goodness is a natural property, then there must be some
correct account of which natural property it is. To use his own examples, it might
be that goodness is the same property as pleasure (or, strictly, as being pleasant)
or that goodness is the same property as being what we desire to desire. In any
case, on his view, naturalism will require that there be some correct property-
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identity statement of the form “Goodness = ,” where what goes in the
blank is a term standing for a natural property. On the usual understanding of
his argument, he then assumed (2) that any statement identifying properties in
this way can be correct only if the two terms flanking the identity sign are syn-
onyms for any competent speaker who understands them both; and he thought
(3) that he had a reliable substitution test for synonymy. The test is that substi-
tution of synonyms for one another should preserve the thought or proposition
that a sentence, as used in a given context, expresses.

Armed with these assumptions, Moore argued that neither of his examples
of proposed naturalistic identifications could be correct. The key to his argument
was to apply the substitution test within a statement of the very naturalistic ac-
count being proposed. So, if “good” meant the same as “pleasant,” the sentence
“What is good is pleasant” would have to say the same thing, express the same
thought, as the sentence “What is pleasant is pleasant”; and if “good” instead
meant “what we desire to desire,” then the sentence “What we desire to desire is
good” would mean the same as “What we desire to desire is what we desire to
desire.” But Moore thought it obvious that these pairs of sentences do not express
the same thought: that, in thinking that what is good is pleasant, or that what is
good is what we desire to desire, we are not merely thinking that what is pleasant
is pleasant, or that what we desire to desire is what we desire to desire. (He
supported this by saying that it is an “open question” whether what is good is
pleasant, in that we can at least understand what it would mean for someone to
doubt it, but it is not in a similar way an open question whether what is pleasant
is pleasant. So this is his famous “open question” argument against ethical nat-
uralism.) From this he inferred that “good” is not a synonym of either of these
expressions, and hence that goodness is not identical with either of the properties
they represent. He claimed, moreover, that these examples are typical: that one
will get the same result no matter what term for a natural property is tested for
synonymy with “good.” So goodness is not a natural property, and ethical natu-
ralism is mistaken. (To get his parallel argument against metaphysical ethics, just
consider terms for metaphysical properties instead of natural ones: Moore’s claim
again is that no such term will be synonymous with “good,” and hence that
goodness is not a metaphysical property.)

4. PROBLEMS FOR MOORE

How convincing should we find this? I shall mention three problems for the
argument, of which the first two are commonly mentioned while the third is less
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often noted. (a) An initial problem is with Moore’s assumption (3), that he has
a reliable test for synonymy. For his test seems paradoxically stringent: if there
are any synonyms, “brother” and “male sibling” must be such a pair, but in
thinking that a brother is a male sibling we seem to be thinking more than just
that a brother is a brother. So Moore’s test seems to yield false negatives. There
are ways of modifying the test so as to try to avoid this problem, but they make
the test far less intuitive; they also invite the question whether, if the test is
modified so as to pass this example, it might not pass some naturalistic definitions
in ethics, too.¢

(b) A difficulty that is more important (since most readers have agreed with
Moore that none of the pairs of expressions in his examples are synonyms,
whether or not he had a reliable test to prove this) is that his assumption (2),
that property-identification statements can be true only if the terms flanking the
identity sign are synonyms of one another, has in the last several decades been
widely questioned. The most telling counterexamples are of apparent scientific
discoveries, such as that heat is molecular motion or that pure water is H,O
(Putnam, 1981, pp. 205—211).” These look like reductive property identifications,
and ones that are true by our best scientific account, but it is not plausible that
the pairs of terms used in stating these identifications ever were or are synonyms
of one another. So it seems open to an ethical naturalist who favors one of the
reductive property identifications in ethics that Moore considers to say that her
formula is like one of those, true but not true simply because the terms involved
are synonyms of one another.

This reply provides a defense against Moore’s objection to the metaphysical
component in naturalism, the claim that ethical properties are natural. But it
leaves a gap on the epistemological side.® Moore assumed that the naturalist would
hold that we know the most basic ethical truths simply by seeing that the ex-
pressions in some proposed reductive definition for a key ethical term (such as
“good” and “pleasant” or “good” and “what we desire to desire”) are synonyms:
that is how we might know that the good is just what is pleasant, or is just what
we desire to desire. But since this second reply to Moore’s argument defends
ethical naturalism precisely by rejecting the thesis that any ethical term need be
synonymous with a naturalistic, nonethical one, it leaves the naturalist in need of
an alternative account of ethical knowledge. If we can’t know the truth of any
ethical principles just by knowing that certain terms used in stating them are
synonyms, then how, exactly, are we supposed to have such knowledge? Moore
himself believed, as I have mentioned, that our most basic ethical knowledge rests
simply on intuition, but this is an answer unlikely to appeal to any ethical nat-
uralist who relies on this second reply. It does not appear to be by intuition that
we know that water is H,O or that heat is molecular motion; these appear, rather,
to be theoretical discoveries based ultimately on empirical evidence. So, if the
ethical naturalist is to hold, as I have suggested a naturalist should, that our
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knowledge of ethical facts is obtained in much the same way as our knowledge
of other natural facts, she will have to have to hold that knowledge of basic
principles in ethics is also empirically based. I believe that this is correct, and I
will say more later about what a naturalist can say about the role of empirical
evidence in ethical thinking.

5. NONREDUCTIVE NATURALISM

(c) There is a further difficulty with Moore’s argument that is less often noted. It
is that his first assumption (1), about what an ethical naturalist must maintain,
can also be challenged. Or, more precisely, it is ambiguous. Taken one way, it is
unassailable; but taken as Moore appears to have taken it, and as many subsequent
writers (including some defenders of naturalism) have taken it, it is more doubt-
ful. What is quite certain is that an ethical naturalist, who holds about an ethical
property such as goodness that it is a natural property, must also hold (to put
the same point in a more roundabout way) that it is identical with a natural
property, and so (to draw out a linguistic implication) that there is some true
property-identity statement of the form “Goodness = ,” where the blank
is filled with a term for a natural property. But from none of this does it follow,
nor need an ethical naturalist believe, that we know of or will ever learn of
reductive identities of the sort that Moore considered as examples. If goodness is
a natural property, it is also identical with a natural property. That is because it
is, unsurprisingly, identical with itself. In that case, too, there will also be at least
one true property-identity statement featuring “goodness” on one side of the
identity sign and a term for a natural property on the other: but, one should
notice, if goodness is a natural property, then the identity statement “Goodness
= goodness” fits that description. What Moore and many subsequent writers
appear to have assumed is that naturalism must be committed to more than this:
in particular, to the truth of some property-identity statement that has “goodness”
(or some other transparently ethical term) paired with some clearly nonethical
term (such as, in Moore’s own examples, “pleasure” or “what we desire to desire”).
They think that ethical naturalism must be, in this sense, reductive. But an ethical
naturalist can deny that her view has this implication.

Her view would have this implication if we could make one additional as-
sumption: namely, that we possess nonethical terms for all the natural properties
there are. (For, in that case, if “good” stands for a natural property, as the nat-
uralist claims, then there will also be a nonethical term that stands for the same
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property, and we can pair these two terms to get a true reductive property-identity
statement.) But it seems extravagant to assume that we have nonethical terms for
all natural properties. To take just one consideration, the paradigm examples of
natural properties are those dealt with by the sciences (including, crucially, psy-
chology: a reader will have noticed that Moore’s two candidate definitions for
“good” use psychological terminology). But a standard feature of scientific pro-
gress has been terminological innovation, in which new terms are introduced for
properties not previously recognized, and there is no reason to think that this
process is or ever will be at an end. So there is no assurance that, if “good” or
some other transparently ethical term stands for a natural property, this must be
a property that we can (or even: will be able to) also represent with nonethical
terminology.’

This is one point at which it helps to remember that Moore thought that by
this same pattern of argument he could prove not just that goodness isn’t natural
but also that it isn’t metaphysical—that is, supernatural. For it is relatively easy
to spot a difficulty with his argument against metaphysical ethics, a difficulty that
the nonreductive naturalist will think arises for his attempted refutation of ethi-
cal naturalism as well. When metaphysicians or theologians talk about supernat-
ural properties, they mention such properties as God’s omnipotence, omnis-
cience, and supreme goodness. Suppose, then, that we were to grant Moore that
this kind of divine goodness was distinct from the metaphysical property of om-
nipotence and also from the metaphysical property of omniscience. Indeed, sup-
pose that Moore could show it to be distinct from any metaphysical property
that we could represent using only nonethical terminology. How would it follow
from this that divine goodness was not a metaphysical property? That conclu-
sion would follow if we assumed that nothing could count as a metaphysical
property unless we had some nonethical terminology for representing it. But that
seems an entirely unmotivated assumption. We would not think, about other
properties, that they could not be metaphysical, simply because we found that we
need some special terminology for representing them. It is plausible, for example,
that we have no way of representing divine omnipotence without relying on
some term from a cluster of interrelated “power” terms, but that would hardly
show that omnipotence was not a metaphysical property. And, an ethical natu-
ralist can ask, if there is no reason to think that we have nonethical terminology
for all of the metaphysical properties there might be, why is there any more rea-
son to assume that we have nonethical terms for representing all the natural
properties?
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6. ETHICAL CAUSATION

Like the second reply to Moore’s argument, this third reply on behalf of ethical
naturalism raises some epistemological questions. Just as someone might wonder
what reason we could have to believe in some proposed reductive identification
for goodness, if the reduction is not supposed to be analytic, so someone might
wonder what reason we could have for thinking that ethical properties are natural
if we lack the resources to say, in nonethical terms, exactly which natural prop-
erties they are. Here a good part of the answer, in both cases, can appeal to the
apparent causal role of ethical properties in the natural order. Common sense
agrees with a long tradition of philosophical thought in assigning ethical prop-
erties such a role.’® Most of us can identify occasions on which we think we have
benefited from someone else’s goodness or been harmed by their moral faults. In
Plato’s Republic, Socrates is represented as arguing with Thrasymachus, and then
with Glaucon and Adeimantus, about whether being a just person makes one’s
life better or worse: the characters disagree about the answer, but do not question
that justice (of which they do not yet have an agreed account) is the sort of thing
that might have one effect or the other. This matters in two ways.!! First, if a
naturalist really wants to use the identification of heat with molecular motion
(for example) as a model for a reductive account of some ethical property, then
it is worth noting that the grounds for the scientific identification lie largely in a
matching of causal roles. There is a common-sense conception of heat that assigns
it various causal powers (including what John Locke called “passive powers,”
dispositions to be affected in certain ways (Locke, 1975, 2.21.2, p. 237); and there
is a physical account of a feature of matter that turns out, to a good approxi-
mation, to produce those same effects and to have the same causes. Because the
approximation is not perfect, accepting the identification then requires some re-
alignment of the common-sense conception. An ethical naturalist can argue that
the same general pattern applies if we want to look for reductive accounts of
ethical notions, with a similar intellectual pressure toward some refinement of
our common-sense ethical conceptions for the sake of a better theoretical fit. She
can also suggest that one reason the great historical works in ethics and political
philosophy contain so much of what looks to contemporary readers like psy-
chology and sociology is that the project of placing ethical facts in a causal and
explanatory network requires some account of which places are available.

The same point about the apparent causal role of ethical properties can also
help with the question of how ethical naturalism might be plausible in the absence
of reductive property identities. For one thing, placing a property in a causal
network is a way of saying something about which property it is, even if one lacks
an explicit reduction for it. More important, a philosophical naturalist will believe
that the mere fact that a property plays a causal role in the natural world provides
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a good reason for thinking that it is itself a natural property. I do not mean that
we know a priori that only natural properties could have natural effects. For all
we can know a priori, there might be gods or angels who produce natural effects
in virtue of their specifically supernatural properties; and orthodox theists hold,
in fact, that the entire natural world depends for its character and existence on a
supernatural being—indeed, on the perfect goodness of such a being. Anyone
who believed one of these views would have to take seriously the possibility that
the causal influence of ethical properties, too, might be an example of the super-
natural acting within the natural world. But philosophical naturalists do not be-
lieve in supernatural entities of these sorts and believe, indeed, that they have
powerful philosophical arguments against the existence of any of them. And if,
as they believe they can show, there are no other cases in which supernatural
properties are efficacious in the natural order, it would seem anomalous to sup-
pose that this was happening in the ethical case, absent the background meta-
physical views that might explain how this could occur.!? The apparent causal
efficacy of ethical properties thus becomes a reason for taking them to be natural
properties.

Since this argument relies on a naturalistic worldview,'® it of course invites
rebuttal from opponents prepared to challenge that overall metaphysical picture.
It also needs to face objections, however, from opponents who may not want to
take a stand on so large an issue, but who may think that they can identify some
feature of ethical properties, so far overlooked in my discussion, that makes them
unsuitable candidates for being natural properties. I will consider one objection
of this latter sort later.

7. EXCEPTIONLESS PRINCIPLES?

If ethical naturalism is defended by the argument I have just considered, it can
remain neutral on the question of whether we can ever find reductive naturalistic
definitions for ethical terms. And that means that it has the advantage of also
being able to remain neutral on another controversial question about ethics, con-
cerning the role of general ethical principles. If we have a nonethical term standing
for every property, that means that we will have a nonethical term for every
property for which we have an ethical term. And in that case there will also be
exceptionless generalizations linking ethical with nonethical terms. (For example,
if “goodness” and “what we desire to desire” stand for the same property, then it
is an exceptionless generalization that something is good if and only if it is some-
thing we desire to desire.) This is a noteworthy implication, because it has seemed
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to a number of philosophers that we are unable to formulate, and do not in our
ethical thinking rely on, any generalizations about the good or the right that are
entirely exceptionless. There is even debate about whether we should give weight
to so-called pro tanto generalizations, such as that something tends to be good to
the extent that it is pleasant, or that an action tends to be right insofar as it is
the keeping of a promise.!* Ethical naturalism as formulated by Moore, or even
as formulated by more recent writers who add merely that the needed reductive
definitions need not be analytic, is forced to take an extreme view on this issue,
holding that there must, despite appearances, be exceptionless ethical generaliza-
tions corresponding to those reductive definitions. Nonreductive naturalism, by
contrast, is not committed to one side or the other in this debate. This means,
in particular, that it enjoys the advantage of not being threatened by our apparent
inability to formulate plausible examples of such exceptionless generalizations.

8. ETHicAL KNOWLEDGE AND THE
“Is-OuGgHT GAP”

So far, I have offered several suggestions about the epistemology that an ethical
naturalist might favor. For example, although it is doubtful that Moore has a
reliable test for synonymy, neither is it very plausible that there are analytic re-
ductive definitions for key ethical terms. So an ethical naturalist would be unwise
to make the possession of ethical knowledge depend on such definitions. I have
also suggested that any alternative epistemology for ethical naturalism should take
advantage of the fact that ethical features appear to play a causal, explanatory role
in the world, and in particular that they appear to play a role in causing (and
thus can be cited in explaining) nonethical, paradigmatically natural facts. The
mere fact that this is so is a premise in one argument for the second-order doc-
trine of ethical naturalism. Specific cases in which it is so, moreover, provide a
way of inferring ethical conclusions on the basis of evidence, and so of coming
to know them: it is not very controversial, to take just one example, that we draw
first-order ethical conclusions about people’s moral character on the basis of their
behavior, and the ethical naturalist will hold that inferences like this can be a
route to knowledge. (If this sort of knowledge develops in the right way, further-
more, it could underwrite reductive—though synthetic—naturalistic identifica-
tions for moral properties, and so provide a different sort of argument for ethical
naturalism.) But I have not confronted what many readers of the standard
twentieth-century literature will have come to think of as the central epistemo-
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logical question naturalism faces. This is the question of how to infer values from
facts or (in terms borrowed from David Hume) how to infer an ought from an
is.'> T have put off this question because I do not think that ethical naturalism
requires a distinctive answer to it. But I should explain how the opposing view
became so widespread among philosophers.

As I have defined ethical naturalism, all it requires, reasonably enough, is that
since ethical properties are natural properties, knowledge of them should be ob-
tainable in the same general way that we obtain knowledge of the other natural
properties of things. What one takes this to imply about the details of moral
epistemology will of course depend on how one thinks we obtain knowledge in
other areas. A cluster of views that were highly influential among empiricist phi-
losophers from the beginning through the middle of the twentieth century took
a uniform stand on this question: namely, that the very meanings of our terms
guarantee that certain inferences from our evidence to conclusions we take the
evidence to support are in fact reasonable and warranted. Phenomenalism held
that this was so for inferences from our subjective sensory states to facts about
an external world; logical behaviorism held that it was so for inferences from
observable behavior to conclusions about psychological states; and various forms
of operationalism and instrumentalism made a similar claim about inferences
from observable scientific evidence to conclusions apparently about unobserva-
bles.!® Against this background, it is not surprising that ethical naturalism was
commonly understood, by its defenders as well as its opponents, as having to
hold that a similar thing is true in ethics: that the meanings of our ethical terms
fix standards of evidence a priori, guaranteeing that certain common inferences
from empirical, nonethical premises to ethical conclusions are reasonable or war-
ranted.'” (The epistemology already attributed to naturalists by Moore was clearly
a special case of this one, moreover: if the terms “good” and “pleasant”—for
example—are synonyms, then the meanings of our words certainly guarantee that
there is a warranted inference from “This is pleasant” to “This is good.”) Indeed,
during the heyday of logical positivism and allied antimetaphysical views, a num-
ber of writers debating about ethical naturalism followed the fashion (or the
pressure) of the times by putting metaphysical views about the nature of ethical
properties entirely to one side and taking the doctrine to consist in nothing more
than this thesis about the logical relation of ethical conclusions to empirical,
nonethical premises. Ethical naturalism was thus understood at least to imply,
and perhaps to consist in nothing more than, the thesis that there is no is-ought
gap.IS

It is important to emphasize, therefore, that a number of recent defenders of
ethical naturalism have seen no reason to deny that there is an is-ought gap. The
view that there is such a gap has continued for many to seem more plausible than
the arguments sometimes proposed to establish its existence. One argument for
a limited version of it, of course, is Moore’s synonymy test, criticized earlier.
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Another familiar argument is that ethical conclusions, because they are action-
guiding, cannot be inferred from nonethical premises, which are not.!” Besides
relying on a challengeable claim about whether ethical conclusions are always
action-guiding in a way that nonethical premises are not (about which more
hereafter), this argument faces the problem that the conclusion of a valid inference
may easily have a pragmatic property (such as being action-guiding) that is not
possessed by any of the premises.® Arguably, the resilience of the doctrine has
been due less to arguments such as these than to two other factors. First, the
doctrine has always seemed plausible as applied to many examples. For example,
although it is true, as I said earlier, that we commonly draw ethical conclusions
about people’s character from observation of their actions, it is fairly clear that
in doing so we also rely on ethical background assumptions, about what sort of
actions one would or would not expect from (say) a decent person. And, second,
in a more recent climate of philosophical opinion in which doctrines like phe-
nomenalism, logical behaviorism, operationalism, and instrumentalism have not
only lost their status as orthodoxy but have been widely rejected, many have come
to regard an is-ought gap as nothing special: they see similar gaps everywhere. For
example, we draw psychological conclusions of all kinds (and not just ones about
moral character) from what we observe of people’s behavior, but it appears that
we also rely in doing so on a background of substantive psychological assump-
tions.

It is still true that if we make one further familiar assumption, the existence
of such a gap creates an interesting epistemological problem (though, for the
reason I have just suggested, one that will be paralleled by a precisely similar
problem in areas other than ethics). The additional assumption is the very tra-
ditional doctrine of foundationalism about propositional knowledge. This doc-
trine makes two claims: (1) that everything that we know is either (a) based by
reasonable inference on other things we know, or else (b) known directly, without
inference; and (2) that all of our knowledge of the sort (a), the sort based on
inference, is ultimately founded entirely on knowledge of sort (b), direct knowl-
edge. If we take the existence of an is-ought gap to mean that there are no rea-
sonable inferences to ethical conclusions from entirely nonethical premises, then
these two doctrines together imply that if we have any ethical knowledge at all,
some of that knowledge must be direct or, to use another traditional term, in-
tuitive. (For if we have any ethical knowledge by inference, that knowledge must,
by foundationalism, be based by reasonable inference on things we know directly;
and, by the is-ought doctrine, that will only be possible if some of that direct
knowledge is already ethical.) Our options in ethical epistemology are thus re-
duced to ethical skepticism and ethical intuitionism. If assigning ethical knowledge
to intuition is ruled out as too mysterious, as it was for most philosophical nat-
uralists, the only nonskeptical option is to reject one of the assumptions that
create the problem; and, so long as it was taken for granted that there were no
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comparable gaps in other naturalistic disciplines, the assumption that ethical nat-
uralism was understood to reject was the existence of an is-ought gap. More
recently, however, as it has come to be widely accepted that such gaps are every-
where, a number of philosophers, including a number of ethical naturalists, have
thought that it is foundationalism that should be rejected instead. In their view,
our reasoning in the sciences as well as in ethics involves the continuing accom-
modation of empirical information to a body of more theoretical views already
tentatively in place, making mutual adjustments to achieve the best overall fit—
a procedure that John Rawls called the search for a “reflective equilibrium” among
our views of different levels of generality (though Rawls described the procedure
only for ethics: Rawls, 1971, sect. 9). How, in either sort of case, does this give
rise to knowledge? A variety of nonfoundationalist answers to this question are
possible, but one leading suggestion is that knowledge is (roughly) true belief that
is reliably produced and sustained. Proponents can point out that beliefs shaped
by the kind of dialectical process just described will be reliably produced and
regulated if enough of the beliefs involved are in relevant respects already ap-
proximately true, and that this will be true in ethics as much as in the sciences.
This view also leaves it open for ethical views to be empirical—answerable to
empirical evidence and in some cases supported by it—in the same way as are
views in other naturalistic disciplines.

9. THE WRONG EPISTEMOLOGY?

Those inclined to skepticism about ethics may suspect this epistemological picture
of being too permissive. To be sure, ethical reasoning can be shaped by empirical
information if we also rely on ethical views we already hold and aim for the best
overall reflective equilibrium in our views; but, by this standard, couldn’t a be-
liever in astrology or theology do a similar thing, thereby making those areas of
thought into respectable empirical disciplines as well? (Of course, an advocate of
astrology or theology might not see this question as embodying an objection. But
I have suggested that the best argument for ethical naturalism depends on taking
philosophical naturalism as a premise; and philosophical naturalists, impressed by
the emerging scientific picture of the world, do in general regard astrology as
fiction and are certainly committed to thinking of theology as a discipline without
a subject matter. So they could not be happy with an epistemology that presented
ethics as a respectable intellectual inquiry only at the cost of doing the same for
astrology or theology.)

For a first answer, remember that, on the epistemology I have suggested,
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refining one’s beliefs dialectically in the light of empirical evidence will produce
knowledge only when the procedure is reliable, and it will be reliable in a given
area only if enough of the background beliefs from which one begins are at least
approximately true. So there is no implication that one can gain knowledge in
just any area of thought by shaping one’s views into an empirically informed
reflective equilibrium. A subtler version of the question, however, might be this:
won’t it at least Jook, to any practitioner of this procedure, as if his starting
assumptions were at least approximately true, and as if his own conclusions are
correct, and his drawing them best explained by the very fact of their being
correct??! Even if theological assumptions are as badly mistaken as philosophical
naturalists claim, won’t they look true to a committed theist, who may in turn
think that it is the starting assumptions of the philosophical naturalist that are
badly mistaken? Each can call the other’s starting points mistaken, and can appear
justified in so doing from within his own outlook. Is there no more neutral
standpoint from which we can decide which side has the better case?

The answer to this important question largely depends, unsurprisingly, on
what we mean by a neutral standpoint. When philosophers have often had in
mind in looking for such a standpoint is an entirely a priori standard for evalu-
ating, if not doctrines about the world, then at least research programs aimed at
establishing such doctrines. Along with many philosophers who call themselves
naturalists in, specifically, epistemology, I doubt the existence of a priori standards
adequate for this task.?? This certainly does not mean, however, that we have no
broader picture of the world within which to address the question of whether
theology, say, is as promising a discipline as the contemporary natural sciences.
In particular, we can look at the history of these disciplines, including the history
of their cultural roles—matters on which there is a lot of empirical evidence and
also, at least at a sufficiently abstract level, considerable agreement among parties
familiar with the evidence. It is on the basis of considerations such as these that
philosophical naturalists think that the natural sciences, since the seventeenth
century, appear to have become generally progressive disciplines, improving in
their reliability at discovering surprising truths about the world, whereas theology
has no such appearance; and they think that in making this case they are ap-
pealing, not just to standards internal to these sciences, but to ones that have
been widely shared in other areas of thought. This is of course, as I acknowledged
earlier, a controversial claim, and adequate defense of it would require a different
essay from this one. Here I just note that philosophical naturalists do think such
a defense is possible. Indeed, they are likely to point out that a familiar and
characteristic result of beginning an investigation with an inheritance of partly
theological assumptions, and thinking hard about how to accommodate a wide
range of empirical information, is to move toward dropping the theology. (They
will also of course need to say something about why this is not always the out-
come.)
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10. WHAT ABOUT DISAGREEMENT?

This reply quite naturally invites a further challenge, however: Just how successful,
by these same naturalistic standards, does ethical thought look as a discipline?
There are two quite different worries here. (1) First, there is a popular view ac-
cording to which ethics (and more especially, morality) actually depends on such
features of theistic religion as divine directives and divine sanctions. If this were
so, then ethical thought would of course have to lack a subject matter if theology
does. Even when recent academic philosophers have rejected ethical naturalism,
however, this has rarely been their argument against the doctrine. In part this is
because of the continuing influence of an argument derived from Plato’s Euthy-
phro pointing out what is, at the very least, a deep internal difficulty in the view
that the most basic ethical standards might depend simply on divine commands.?
It is also, however, another mark of Moore’s influence: for, recall, Moore thought
that the same arguments by which he meant to refute ethical naturalism could
be turned with equal effect against theological theories of ethics, thus showing
that basic ethical truths could no more be theological facts than they could be
natural ones. (It is of course open to theological ethicists, in reply, to adapt some
of the points I have made earlier to parry Moore’s objections to their view; but,
in offering these replies, recent philosophical defenders of theological ethical views
have not in general held that there could be no basis for ethics without a God.)*
So I shall put that concern to one side here.

(2) Even if ethics is cut free from theology, however, there is still the question
of how it looks on its own. For there is another familiar stereotype, this time one
subscribed to by many philosophers critical of ethical naturalism, according to
which ethical thought—meaning, here, the history of attempts to address first-
order ethical issues—has been an obvious failure when compared with the par-
adigm naturalistic disciplines, the sciences. The problem is not just that there has
been a lot of disagreement about ethics: it is rather, according to the objection,
that in ethics the disagreement just continues, whereas in science disagreements
get settled. This is an important objection. It deserves much more discussion than
I can give it here. But I shall suggest some reasons why anyone, but in particular
a philosophical naturalist, ought to be cautious about advancing so pessimistic an
assessment.

A first point to keep in mind in thinking about this objection is that when
issues get settled in the sciences (as, I agree, they often do), this does not mean
that everyone with views on the issues comes to agree about them. Although there
are contentious issues about human evolution, there are many that have been
settled, including the question of whether humans originated through evolution
by natural selection from another species. But there is hardly universal assent to
this thesis; in the United States, opinion polls routinely show, in fact, that a large
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majority of adults disagree with it. What is meant, then, in saying that science
has produced consensus on this topic? Plausibly, just that there has come to be
agreement among well-trained, well-informed, competent inquirers. So, for a fair
comparison, we should presumably ask what ethical debate has looked like when
conducted by people who meet such minimum standards as being accurately
informed, and well informed, about the nonethical facts, and such as being fa-
miliar with, and having given careful thought to, competing views and arguments.
And one point that can be made on behalf of any view—not just ethical natu-
ralism—according to which there are first-order ethical truths, and that can be
made to philosophers whether or not they are philosophical naturalists, is that
there has not been a long history of ethical debate meeting this description. Look-
ing at the history of debate that plausibly comes close, and extrapolating to pro-
jections about what would happen if we tried this more often, moreover, can be
reasonably encouraging. And there are some settled results, even in the face of
popular disagreement: it is surely as certain as any finding in the sciences, to give
one example, that there intrinsically nothing whatever morally wrong with a ho-
mosexual as opposed to a heterosexual orientation.

To philosophical naturalists, however—who are as I have suggested the prime
candidates for being convinced of ethical naturalism—the defender of ethical
naturalism can make an even more pointed argument, in two ways. First, a phil-
osophical naturalist must think of the full and accurate nonethical information
that we would want competent inquirers in ethics to have as including, crucially,
the information that philosophical naturalism is true. For that is, according to
philosophical naturalism, a most important fact about the world. And while agree-
ment on this metaphysical position does not magically eliminate ethical disagree-
ment, it does, I believe, pare down the reasonable alternatives in first-order
ethics.?> Second, and perhaps even more important in a quick argument such as
the one I am offering here, anyone who thinks that a compelling overall case has
been made for philosophical naturalism can, I believe, be forced into far greater
caution than critics of ethical naturalism often display, about just what to take as
evidence that ethics is (or is not) a progressive area of thought. For philosophical
naturalists are, among other things, atheists. And this means that they are required
to think, first, that (a) on an issue that is so emotional for many people that they
find it impossible to consider changing their minds, and (b) on which views often
seem so directly action-guiding that noncognitivist accounts of the language ex-
pressing them have been seriously defended in the philosophical literature,* and
(c) on which the level of popular argument, on both sides, can be quite dreadful,
there is nevertheless a fact of the matter. And they are also obliged to notice—a
second point—that (d) on this heated issue the answer they regard as better
supported is one that stands virtually no chance, under foreseeable conditions, of
becoming more than a minority opinion in most contemporary human societies,
and that (e) it is, furthermore, one on which they disagree, and expect to continue
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to disagree, with academic philosophical colleagues for whom they have both
personal and intellectual respect. I list these points, of course, because it is so
common to find philosophers taking one or more of them as a reason, even a
decisive reason, for thinking some ethical issue unsettleable. I have agreed that
the issue of how much of ethical disagreement can be settled is important, and
that it is difficult. But I have also suggested that the history of ethical discussion,
carefully viewed, affords some reasons for optimism. And, for the reasons I have
just given, I think it quite certain that much of the pessimism about this question
among philosophical naturalists, embodied in the stereotype mentioned earlier, is
based on something less than a careful investigation of the question.

What counts as natural? This may be a useful point at which to return briefly
to a question I mentioned early in this essay, of what is to count as a natural
property. What I said initially is merely that natural properties are ones of the
same general sort as those investigated by the sciences. But this is vague, and one
might wonder whether we can do better. My suspicion is that at the level of
general formulas we cannot—but the reasons why not are interesting. One com-
mon proposal has been that natural properties should be identified indirectly, as
those represented by a specified vocabulary, such as that of the sciences, perhaps
augmented by some common-sense terminology as well. But this is unlikely to
be satisfactory. There are two problems. One that I emphasized earlier is that
there is no reason to think that vocabulary of the sciences is or ever will be
adequate to represent all the natural properties that there are. A different problem
is that some of the vocabulary of the biological and human sciences—talk of
health, for example—looks on the surface to be evaluative and so ethical in a
broad sense. This will of course not look like a problem to the ethical naturalist,
but it is likely to look like one to the opponent of naturalism, who will want a
formulation of the issue that does not tip the scales toward naturalism quite so
quickly.?” And there is a problem of a similar structure about another common
suggestion, that natural properties are just the ones that we can investigate em-
pirically. So long as empirical investigation is understood as I have suggested, as
involving a dialectical interplay with background theories already provisionally in
place, this will look to most philosophical naturalists like an accurate characteri-
zation of natural properties, and an ethical naturalist will want to maintain that
ethical properties are natural in this sense. The problem, however, is that this
definition will look unsatisfactory to anyone who believes, as some philosophers
have, that there can also be empirical evidence about the supernatural: evidence
for the existence and goodness of a God, for example. It is not plausible that the
success of this sort of natural theology would show that the divine attributes were
really natural properties.® And someone might maintain, in the same vein, that
even if ethical reasoning is empirical, it is nevertheless empirical reasoning about
properties that are supernatural, not natural. I have explained earlier why a phil-
osophical naturalist should doubt this, but my reasoning appealed to the overall
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case for philosophical naturalism, not to any quick or a priori definition of “nat-
ural property” that might settle such disputed cases. I suspect that the best we
can do in such cases is to appeal to an overall picture in this way, and to analogies
with other properties agreed to be natural (or not).

11. MOTIVES AND REASONS

It is worth keeping this problem in mind as I turn to the last problem I shall
discuss for ethical naturalism, for it is one that reveals considerable disagreement
about just which sorts of facts could fit into an entirely natural world. The ob-
jection is that naturalism is unable to accommodate the central practical role of
ethics—and, more specifically, of morality—in motivating and providing reasons
for action.?” Mackie relies on an extreme version of this objection. He argues that
our inherited, shared conception of morality requires that real moral facts (what
he calls “objective values” or “objective prescriptions”) would have to be guar-
anteed to provide any agent aware of them with an overriding reason for acting,
a reason, moreover, that is in Immanuel Kant’s terminology categorical rather
than hypothetical in that it does not depend on the agent’s contingent desires.
And he argues that a naturalistic view of the world has no room for facts of this
sort. A slightly different argument often pressed by noncognitivists focuses not
on reasons for acting but simply on motivation, claiming that people’s moral views
have a necessary connection to motivation that beliefs about natural facts do not.
As Hume, one inspiration for this view, puts it, “men are often govern’d by their
duties, and are deter’d from some actions by the opinion of injustice, and impell’d
to others by that of obligation” (1978, p. 457); beliefs about natural facts, by con-
trast, motivate only in conjunction with desires for various goals. Noncognitivists
conclude from this that moral opinions are not essentially beliefs at all, but rather
conative or desire-like states of some sort. Another option, of course, would be
to conclude that they are beliefs, but not beliefs about natural facts.

In response, ethical naturalists typically accuse these views of exaggerating on
the one hand the practical role reasonably to be expected of moral facts, and of
understating on the other the practical role that natural facts can play. It is not
plausible that moral opinions always motivate those who hold them. And if all
that is true is that (as Hume says) they “often” do, then their motivational role
begins to look suspiciously like that of more garden-variety beliefs: the “opinion
of injustice” will deter those with a certain desire (to avoid injustice) but not
others. There are several ways of weakening the thesis of a necessary connection
between moral opinions and motivation to accommodate this and other objec-
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tions, but the resulting doctrines do not always seem inimical to a naturalistic
account of moral facts (nor are they always intended to be). It is also controversial
whether moral facts need provide reasons for acting to any competent agent aware
of them. Any claim that this is a plain a priori truth faces the difficulty that there
is a history of skeptics who have denied it, seemingly without self-contradiction,
and whose views find an echo in familiar currents of ordinary thought.* If there
is a deep truth to be found in this area, it is likely more modest. On any plausible
naturalistic account of morality, its role includes at a minimum promoting human
goods about which people care a great deal; a central case will be resolving stan-
dard kinds of recurring conflict in mutually beneficial ways. It is, therefore, hard
to imagine, on even the sparsest naturalistic account of reasons (i.e., that agents
have reason to promote what they care about), that it would not turn out that
typical humans would normally have reasons of considerable weight for promot-
ing moral goods and honoring moral duties. I believe that, given a richer but still
naturalistic account of reasons, and more details of human moral psychology, one
can defend a less hedged version of this thesis; but even the hedged thesis is
plausibly enough to satisfy any reasonable demand for a deep connection between
morality and rational motivation.

It is also plausible, and recognized by most first-order ethical theories in-
cluding naturalistic ones, that there is something special about moral motives.
But it is far more controversial whether what is special about them must involve
motivation by categorical reasons. In fact, it seems to me not beyond question
for an ethical naturalist to recognize categorical reasons: for example, if one holds
any naturalistic account of reasons, then it seems plausible that the natural fact
that one has a reason to do a certain thing ought itself to count as a reason for
doing it, and not just because one has a desire (if one does) to do whatever one
has reason to do. In addition, it appears that the thought that one has a reason
might motivate one even if one has forgotten what the reason was, and it is not
obvious that this motivation should be ascribed to some desire (again, to do what
one has reason to do) rather than just to the belief. It is often assumed that views
such as these are not accessible to a philosophical naturalist, but when the case
for this restriction is not just stipulative, it often appears to rest on one of the
questionable arguments canvassed earlier: for example, that talk of such reasons
does not appear to be analytically reducible to a value-free scientific vocabulary.?!
Still, most ethical naturalists have held that motivation, including moral moti-
vation, depends on desires. They here understand desire broadly. It is not plausible
that moral motivation could depend just on appetite or blind impulse. But desires
here include reflective policies of action. They also include second-order desires,
desires that are about the sort of desires one wishes to be moved by, and which
can therefore embody a concern for one’s own character and provide a perspective
from which to endorse or resist other desires (including appetites and impulses)
that present themselves. And they include not only altruistic desires but moral
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ones, desires to promote moral goods and respect moral requirements for their
own sake: desires that can be seen as rational themselves, moreover, despite their
noninstrumental character, to the extent that the having of them either conduces
to, or is a component in, such valued ends as leading a fulfilling life. There seem
to be ample resources here for recognizing moral motives as special without taking
any reasons to be categorical.’?

As I mentioned briefly earlier, some naturalistic ethical theories are relativistic,
making one’s obligations depend solely on one’s society’s rules, or one’s own
values, or one’s own desires. Many readers see such views (often over the objec-
tions of their defenders) as deeply unsatisfactory, debunking accounts of morality.
They are inclined to hold out for the existence of something supernatural (or,
using Moore’s special term, “nonnatural”), like the objective prescriptions that
Mackie denies, because they fear that in their absence the only available accounts
of ethics will be highly deflationary: if not Mackie’s own official ethical skepti-
cism,* then one of these relativisms. There is not space here to survey all the
more optimistic naturalistic accounts of morality: especially if one keeps in mind
that a naturalistic theory need not be reductive, their number is large. But I shall
end by adapting a simple illustration from a surprising source. In a passage that
not many philosophical readers seem to have noticed, Mackie concedes that all
of the following could be true (“purely descriptively”) in a purely natural world,
entirely in the absence of anything objectively prescriptive. It could be that there
is a single way of life that is appropriate for human beings, in that “it alone will
develop rather than stunt their natural capacities and that in it, and only in it,
can they find their fullest and deepest satisfaction.” It could also be true, a fact
“as hard as any in arithmetic or chemistry,” that there are certain rules of conduct
and dispositions of character that are similarly appropriate, in that they are needed
to maintain this way of life. Mackie clearly has in mind, moreover, that the list
of appropriate rules and dispositions would greatly resemble what most of us
already thought were grounds for moral obligations and moral virtues. He is
officially committed, of course, to saying that even in such circumstances there
would be no real moral facts and no basis for distinctively moral motivation: it
would still be false that there were any moral obligations or moral virtues. But a
reader could be excused for finding his skeptical thesis, in this application, in-
credible. And, in fact, Mackie himself seems to agree, conceding that in this case
that the purely natural fact that an action violates an appropriate rule could
constitute a “piece” of its genuine moral wrongness, and by implication that a
mere concern to avoid it for that reason could be a morally admirable motive.>

Mackie’s stated objection to this naturalistic account of morality is that it
assumes too uniform an account of human nature (1977, p. 232). One might argue
in reply that an account recognizing different appropriate ways of life could easily
be pluralist without being in any interesting sense relativist. More important,
however, is that this objection to ethical naturalism is clearly an empirical one.
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So Mackie’s view seems not to be, after all, that a purely natural world could not,
in principle, be a home to moral facts; it is rather that, in the natural world as
we actually find it, the details are wrong. I suspect that many objections to ethical
naturalism that are presented as difficulties of philosophical principle actually
resolve into empirical disagreements in this way.>* It is thus worth remembering
that the empirical issues involved here are terribly complex, and that it is possible
to defend more optimistic as well as more pessimistic assessments of human
nature and the human condition. It is, in any case, a conclusion congenial to
philosophical naturalism, that debates about whether and how ethical facts might
fit into a naturalistic picture of the world often resolve into deep, difficult but
obviously empirical questions.

1. Another feature of the standard definition worth noting is that, although it
makes clear why ethical naturalism is of interest mainly because of questions about how
ethics could fit into a naturalistic worldview, it does not require that ethical naturalism
be based on such a view. Ethical facts and properties might after all be natural facts and
properties even if there were a God. If a theist views bond energies as natural proper-
ties, despite their ultimately depending in some way on God’s creative will, then she
could presumably view ethical facts in the same way, even if they are like other natural
facts in depending ultimately on God’s will. (This would not be a divine command the-
ory: the dependence of moral facts would be on God’s creative will, not what theologi-
ans call God’s revealed will; see Adams, 1987a, pp. 128—143.) It is an interesting question
whether this sort of position should be ascribed to any theistic philosophers in the his-
tory of philosophy. (Two very different but possible examples might be Hobbes and
Butler.) Its claim to being a genuine version of ethical naturalism might be clearest in
its epistemological implications. For, presumably, a theist of this sort who thought that
we did not need to know theology in order to learn chemistry (despite God’s being
ultimately responsible for the bond energies) would also think that we did not need to
know theology in order to know what is right and wrong (despite God’s being ulti-
mately responsible for that, too). And if someone holding this view came to doubt
God’s existence, this change in metaphysical view would presumably occasion no more
doubt about right and wrong, at least in principle, than it would about bond energies.

2. Moore’s argument is found in his Principia Ethica, 1903, pp. 1-17. Moore is quite
critical of the details of this argument in a partially completed second preface that was
not published until Thomas Baldwin included it in a revised edition of the same work
(Moore, 1993, pp. 1-27).

3. In Wilson, 1975, the sociobiologist Edward O. Wilson declares that he is carefully
avoiding the “naturalistic fallacy of ethics,” which he describes as the mistake of con-
cluding “that what is, should be.”

4. The first of these examples is Moore’s (1903, p. 15); the second is not, but it is
one that clearly counts as “metaphysical” for Moore’s purposes.
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5. Thus C. D. Broad speaks of “theological naturalism” (1930, p. 259), as does A. N.
Prior (1949, p. 100) (though with what appear to be “scare quotes”). R. M. Hare (1952,
p- 82) says that it is best to confine the term “naturalism” “to those theories against
which Moore’s refutation (or a recognizable version of it) is valid”>—and Hare takes
Moore to have refuted supernaturalist theories. See also Pigden, 1991, p. 426.

6. C. H. Langford pressed this problem in Langford, 1968, pp. 322—323; Moore, 1968,
p. 665, admitted that he did not know how to reply. R. M. Hare attempts to rescue the
argument from this difficulty (1952, ch. 5).

7. Since Putnam and Saul Kripke (in Kripke, 1980) are prominent among the writ-
ers who have made this point about property identifications, a number of writers ex-
ploiting it have also explored the consequences of adopting the distinctive Putnam-
Kripke line that such identifications, though a posteriori, are, if true, necessary: see, for
example, Adams, 1987a. However, it is worth emphasizing that the key point, that terms
can stand for the same property without being synonyms, is independently plausible
and need not be tied to that framework. See, for one example, Harman, 1977, pp. 19—20.

8. This second reply will leave more than just a “gap” if naturalism is defined as it
sometimes was by writers after Moore, as consisting merely of this thesis that Moore
understood as its implication for semantics and moral epistemology, that there are re-
ductive analytic definitions ethical terms. For, on that understanding of the doctrine,
this second reply amounts to abandoning it entirely. I shall return later to this question
of whether we can cross a supposed “fact-value” gap simply by appealing to the mean-
ings of words. I should again emphasize, however, that in this essay I follow Moore in
thinking of ethical naturalism as first of all a metaphysical thesis, about what kind of
property ethical properties are.

9. Some philosophers attempt to get around this sort of difficulty by talking about
the vocabulary not of, say, physics, but of “ideal physics” or “completed physics” (and
so for other sciences). But they need to say more than they typically do about why we
should think that any science could ever be “completed” in the way that they need. To
mention just one problem, noted by Richard Boyd (Boyd, unpublished), there are on
the usual understanding only countably many predicates in any language, but according
to the best physics we now have, there are some continuous physical parameters. So
there are (it appears) more physical properties than there are predicates in any lan-
guage.

The idea that there may be natural properties for which we lack nonethical termi-
nology is in fact a familiar one among philosophers discussing second-order questions
about ethics. It was a common idea among noncognitivists such as Charles Stevenson
and R. M. Hare that there are some ethical terms that combine the action-guiding role
that noncognitivism takes as central with some descriptive, naturalistic content. It was
also a common noncognitivist assumption that these terms for what Bernard Williams
has called “thick” ethical concepts (such as being honorable or brutal or courageous)
could be factored into the two elements, one describing a natural property in noneval-
uative terms, the other performing a purely noncognitive function. But Williams agrees
with John McDowell (McDowell, 1998b) that we may lack terminology subtle enough to
carry out this factoring: he agrees, that is, that we may lack austerely nonevaluative ter-
minology for representing the natural properties picked out by some ethical terms. This
view has, moreover, been highly influential. See Williams, 1985, pp. 129, 140-142. My
suggestion, of course, does not restrict this worry to the thick ethical terms.
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10. There has been a debate about whether ethical properties really play the causal
role that these patterns of thought assign to them. See, for example, Harman, 1977, ch.
1, 1986; Sturgeon, 1985, 19863, 1998; and Thomson, 1996, pp. 73-91, 1998. The skeptics
have now generally conceded that ethical properties at least seem to play a causal role,
however, and that point is all I require here.

11. This point also aids the argument for ethical naturalism in another, more indi-
rect way, by creating a problem for one of its prominent rivals, noncognitivism. Recall
that noncognitivists agree with an ethical nihilist like Mackie that there are no ethical
facts: what distinguishes noncognitivism is the thesis that it was never the function of
ordinary ethical discourse to attempt to state such facts in the first place. It is an appar-
ent problem for this thesis, that ethical discourse seems to include the cheerful attribu-
tion of causal powers to moral character traits in the ways these examples illustrate, and
in this and other ways to treat putative ethical facts as explanatory. For, on the face of
it, explanations involve the citation of allegedly explanatory facts. (This remains an ob-
jection to noncognitivism even if, as some of the writers mentioned in the preceding
note maintain—and as Mackie, of course, would maintain—there turns out to be some-
thing wrong with all these ethical explanations. But an ethical naturalist will hold that
they are not all mistaken.) For debate, see Blackburn, 1991, esp. pp. 4142, 1993¢c; Stur-
geon, 1986b, pp. 122-125, 1991, esp. pp. 27—30, 1995.

12. I have borrowed in this paragraph a few sentences from Sturgeon, 2003, pp. 537—
538.

13. Thus although, as I pointed out in note 1, ethical naturalism as I define it does
not require the truth of a naturalistic worldview, I do think that the best argument for
the doctrine relies on philosophical naturalism.

The argument in the text was suggested to me by reflection on a standard argu-
ment for physicalism about the mental from the causal efficacy of the mental and the
completeness of physics. (Indeed, if ethical properties are causally efficacious, there will
be a similar argument to the conclusion that ethical properties must be not just natural
but physical.) The most helpful discussion of this argument that I have seen is in Boyd,
unpublished. There are good recent discussions in Papineau, 2001, and Loewer, 2001.

14. See the essays in Hooker and Little, 2000, for representative views.

15. Hume discusses the apparent difficulty of inferring an ought from an is in
Hume, 1978, pp. 469—470. There is controversy about how well Hume’s own distinction,
and his thesis about it, map onto the twentieth-century discussion of whether ethical
conclusions can be inferred from nonethical premises. (For one argument that Hume
had a different distinction in mind, see Sturgeon, 2001b.) But convenience has en-
trenched the habit of referring to the alleged fact-value gap as an “is-ought gap,” even
among writers who doubt that this was Hume’s own target.

16. These doctrines were held in a variety of forms. Hard-line versions of phenom-
enalism and logical behaviorism held that there were actually translations of conclusions
about material bodies and other minds, respectively, into complex statements that were
entirely about actual and possible evidence, but more moderate versions held only that
there were connections of meaning sufficient to warrant reasonable (but perhaps not
deductive) inferences to the conclusions. Instrumentalism is somewhat special because it
involved an open concession to skepticism, admitting that belief in the truth of scien-
tific theories, as opposed to their instrumental reliability, could not be justified on the
evidence.



116 THE OXFORD HANDBOOK OF ETHICAL THEORY

17. Here it is useful to look at Philippa Foot’s account of the standard contrast, by
the 1950s, between statements of fact and judgments of value: see Foot, 1978a, esp.
pp- 110-111. Foot cites this accepted contrast in order to criticize it, but none of her crit-
icism is directed at the essentially verificationist account of how statements of fact are
related to the evidence for them. Hare explicitly affirms the contrast Foot is criticizing,
including the account of how statements of fact are based on evidence, in Hare, 1963,
ch. 1.

18. There are discussions of naturalism in this vein in Ayer, 1946, ch. 6; in Hare,
1952, ch. 5; and, on the other side of the issue, in Foot, 1978a.

19. This is Hare’s line in Hare, 1952.

20. A pragmatic property of a statement is one that depends, not simply on its
meaning, but also on the beliefs and interests of the people using or hearing it. One
example would be that of a statement’s saying something surprising. Any course on
philosophical paradoxes will provide examples of apparently valid arguments with indi-
vidually unsurprising premises and surprising conclusions.

21. Judith Jarvis Thomson may be suggesting a version of this objection in Thom-
son, 1996, pp. 86-87.

22. Writers do not all agree about what naturalism in epistemology involves. In his
seminal essay “Epistemology Naturalized” (1969a), W. V. O. Quine emphasized that epis-
temology needs to be continuous with empirical science, a “chapter of psychology”

(p. 82) rather than of any a priori philosophy. He has also been widely understood, pos-
sibly correctly, as holding that epistemology could not therefore be normative or evalua-
tive, dealing with such traditional questions as the justification of belief. I am sympa-
thetic with the first of these claims, but no ethical naturalist is likely to accept the
second. Ethical naturalism is after all the view that there can be natural facts, subject to
empirical investigation, about which sorts of actions are justified; it is thus difficult to
see why an ethical naturalist would doubt that there could also be natural, empirically
ascertainable facts about the justification of belief. Quine—or at least his interpreters—
seems simply to have assumed without argument that a naturalistic account of justifica-
tion is impossible.

23. Philosophers who attach importance to this argument do not all agree on its
formulation. One typical and accessible account is in Mackie, 1977, pp. 229—230; see note
34 hereafter.

24. Thus, Robert Adams, defending a divine command account of ethics that takes
advantage of the possibility of synthetic property identities, remarks that if he came to
believe that there was no God, he would not conclude that no actions were ethically
wrong; rather, the term “ethical wrongness” would in that case turn out to represent
some purely natural property instead (1987a, p. 141).

There are a few exceptions to the generalizations I have made in the text. Most
notably, J. L. Mackie’s view that real ethical facts would have to involve what he calls
objective values, and that objective values could exist in a world with a God as tradi-
tionally conceived but not in a purely naturalistic world, appears to be a sophisticated
version of the popular view that ethics depends, if not exactly on divine commands,
then at least on a theistic metaphysics or something very similar. (See Mackie, 1977, ch.
1). I shall return to Mackie’s views hereafter.

25. 1 of course do not mean that a secular moralist has nothing to learn from reli-
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gious traditions of thought. As Philippa Foot remarks, St. Thomas Aquinas’s ethical
writings can be “as useful to the atheist as to the Catholic or other Christian believer”
(1978d, p. 2). But a philosophical naturalist must also think that any ethical view that
depends for its plausibility specifically on claims about the supernatural is on that ac-
count doubtful. To take one example, Peter Geach argues (1969, pp. 117-129) that a cer-
tain sort of extreme deontological position in first-order ethics makes sense only on the
assumption that there is a God. Without agreeing with every detail of his argument, I
think that his conclusion is correct; indeed, I think that a naturalistic view of humans
tends to push first-order ethics in a consequentialist direction. Others, too, have sug-
gested that one’s stance on second-order questions in ethics might rationally influence
the direction of one’s first-order thoughts. Simon Blackburn, for example, writes that his
own noncognitivist (or, as he would prefer, “projectivist” or “expressivist”) position has,
uniquely, an affinity for consequentialist moral theories, setting “a limit to the extent to
which moral thought can oppose consequentialist, teleological reasoning” (1993a, p. 164).
Interestingly, however, the feature of his view that he thinks points in this direction—
seeing morality as a device enabling “things to go well among people with a natural
inheritance of needs and desires that they must together fulfill”—is not specific to his
noncognitivism, and is likely to appeal to any philosophical naturalist.

26. The appearance is not confined, as one might initially think, to the views of
theists: one encounters students for whom it is virtually automatic to conclude that, if
God does not exist, then all things are permitted and/or life is not worth living. And
the noncognitivist accounts are not confined, as one might also have initially thought,
to philosophers one would otherwise have thought of as atheists. I would count Braith-
waite, 1953, as well as the “religion without propositions” approach of D. Z. Phillips in
many writings, in this category, and neither is unsympathetic to religious views. Non-
cognitivist accounts of religious discourse face one problem in common with noncogni-
tivist accounts of ethical discourse, namely a need to explain away the apparent use of
the discourse in offering explanations: see note 11 earlier.

27. On the other hand, if the intuitive idea really is that natural properties are ones
of the sort investigated by the sciences, the naturalist may ask why we must abandon
that formula so quickly for more neutral ground once we notice that some sciences
study how organs and faculties should function.

28. The problem does not just arise from theistic views. Philosophical naturalists
are typically atheists who think that there is empirical evidence for their view. So they
regard claims about the supernatural as answerable to evidence, and they think that evi-
dence supports the view that supernatural properties are not instantiated. Perhaps we
could nevertheless specify a way in which, on their view, it is only natural properties
that are empirical, but this would take some work.

29. A number of recent writers try to find this concern behind Moore’s open ques-
tion argument (e.g., Darwall, Gibbard, and Railton, 1992, pp. 115-121), a reading that
strikes me as quite strained if it is meant to comment on Moore’s own intentions. (An
earlier generation of critics complained that Moore, like other early twentieth-century
ethical intuitionists, simply ignored the practical role of ethical thought: see Nowell-
Smith, 1957, pp. 39—42, and Warnock, 1967, pp. 15-16). The clearer inspirations here are,
as suggested in the text, from the eighteenth century: Hume and Kant.

30. Plato has Thrasymachus, and then Glaucon and Adeimantus, raise this chal-
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lenge in the Republic. That it still resonates is illustrated by the usefulness of the Repub-
lic in teaching introductory ethics: as with that other famous skeptical challenge in Des-
cartes’s Meditation 1, students are often more impressed by the challenge than they are
by the author’s attempt at a reply.

That resourceful skeptics deny a thesis is not a conclusive argument that it could
not be a priori. Philosophical defenders of the a priori typically take mathematics to be
a priori and allow, since there can be surprising results in mathematics, that there can
be unobvious a priori truths. But philosophical naturalists (the prime candidates for be-
coming ethical naturalists) are typically among those least impressed with attempts at a
priori rebuttals of skepticism.

31. There is a wide variety of views among philosophers about what sorts of rea-
sons might be found in a purely natural world, often presented with little explicit de-
fense. T. M. Scanlon suggests, in an aside, that none could be: he is, he says, “quite will-
ing to accept that ‘being a reason for’ is an unanalyzable, normative, hence nonnatural
relation” (1998, p. 11). On the other side, Philippa Foot has recently come to the view,
which she earlier rejected, that the mere recognition of reasons for acting can motivate;
but she does not see that as a departure from her career-long defense of what she calls
naturalism in ethics. See Foot, 2001, pp. 18, 22—23; for her earlier views see Foot, 1978a,
1978b.

32. In this paragraph I have borrowed or adapted several sentences from Sturgeon,
2001a.

33. For reasons I explained earlier, Mackie’s view is not commonly called a version
of ethical naturalism. But his view is like some versions of ethical naturalism (especially
as seen by their opponents) in embodying a highly pessimistic view of the prospects for
ethics in an entirely natural world.

34. Mackie, 1977, pp. 230—231. In this brief aside on divine command theories of
ethics—theories that see the distinction between moral right and wrong as created by
God’s commands—Mackie is suggesting a response to a standard objection to such
views. The objection, adapted from Plato’s Euthyphro, is that if moral right and wrong
are simply created by God’s commands, then those commands themselves must be mor-
ally arbitrary: they cannot themselves be based on moral considerations. Mackie’s sug-
gestion to the divine command theorist is to break the wrongness of an action into two
pieces: one consisting entirely of the sort of natural inappropriateness I describe here,
the other constituted by God’s forbidding it (and thus creating an objective prescription
against it) on the grounds of this inappropriateness. Note that for this defense to work,
the natural inappropriateness must look a lot like real moral wrongness: for the fact
that God bases his command on a concern to suppress it is precisely what is supposed
to relieve God’s command of the charge of moral arbitrariness. Note also that God’s
motivation, presumably morally admirable, is not itself a response to anything objec-
tively prescriptive.

35. Compare Allan Gibbard’s concession, on behalf of his noncognitivism, that his
disagreement with ethical naturalists may in the end be an empirical one: Gibbard, 1990,
p. 122n; compare p. 116. In general, the question, emphasized earlier, of whether ethical
explanations can be illuminating enough to retain their place in a naturalistic explana-
tory repertoire is in large part empirical.
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CHAPTER 4

JONATHAN DANCY

1. SOME DISTINCTIONS

EtHIcAL nonnaturalism is the claim that ethical properties, distinctions, and facts
are different from any properties, distinctions, and facts that are worth calling
natural. Ethical naturalism, as it is understood here, is the claim that all ethical
properties (etc.) are also natural. The debate between these two camps is vitiated
by the fact that there is no agreed account of what it is to be natural. This fact
counts in favor of neither side, but it definitely counts against the sharpness of
the debate; some would say that until we decide what it is to be natural, there is
nothing to debate about.

Metaphysicians debate the rights and wrongs of a doctrine worth calling meta-
physical naturalism: that the natural world is all there is. But one can be an ethical
naturalist without being a metaphysical naturalist, and vice versa. For the debate
between ethical naturalists and their nonnaturalist opponents is conducted among
those who agree that there are ethical properties and facts, that is to say, among
moral realists. A moral realist is someone who thinks that there are matters of
ethical fact. A metaphysical naturalist who thinks that morality is not a matter of
fact will neither assert or deny ethical naturalism; many noncognitivists are of this
sort, and so they think that there is nothing for ethical naturalism to be about
(Blackburn, 1998; Gibbard, 1990). However, most ethical naturalists are meta-
physical naturalists. Indeed, as we will see, in most cases people adopt ethical
naturalism as a result of some prior commitment to metaphysical naturalism.
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There is another metaethical doctrine which calls itself naturalism; this is
Aristotelian naturalism (Foot, 2001; Hursthouse, 1999), so called because it holds
that moral distinctions are tightly grounded in considerations of human nature.
But it takes no official stand on the debate between ethical naturalism and non-
naturalism, as I have characterized it; Aristotelian naturalists could be ethical
nonnaturalists. This chapter is therefore not concerned with Aristotelian natural-
ism.

In what follows, I first distinguish different varieties of ethical naturalism
(which I will simply call naturalism from now on) and the arguments in favor of
them. I then turn to the arguments on the other side. The most famous argument
against naturalism appeals to the notion of normativity. I ask what normativity
is and why it cannot be a natural feature or a feature of some natural thing. At
the end I try to say why there is no form of naturalism that we should adopt.

2. VARIETIES OF NATURALISM

Naturalism comes in many forms. The most extreme naturalist I will consider
here is Frank Jackson. Jackson (1998) offers two direct arguments for naturalism.
The first of these is the simple claim that since we are natural creatures, any
distinction we can grasp must be a natural distinction, one expressible (as he puts
it) in descriptive terms. So if two actions are right, there must be a descriptively
specifiable property that they both have; there must be a recurring descrip-
tive pattern in the ways they are, despite any differences between those ways.
This is not an argument that appeals to any special aspects of the moral, the
ethical, or the evaluative. It is more like an argument in favor of a general meta-
physical naturalism; not quite, because Jackson is arguing that for us, the natural
world is all there is; so every moral property we can grasp must be natural like
the others.

Jackson supports this very direct argument with another, which is much less
simple and much less direct, and which appeals to special aspects of the evaluative.
He argues that every evaluative predicate is necessarily equivalent to, and in fact
has the same meaning as, some descriptive predicate, since for each evaluative
predicate there is a descriptive predicate that it entails and that is entailed by it.
He reaches this result by thinking about the relation between what he calls ethical
nature (which I will call here evaluative nature, since the contrast between ethical
and descriptive is peculiar)! and descriptive nature.

Start from a representative evaluative predicate E, perhaps “is a right action,”
together with an action that satisfies that predicate. There will be a complete



124 THE OXFORD HANDBOOK OF ETHICAL THEORY

description of that action and of the world in which it occurs, which is given by
an enormous descriptive predicate D,. D, will read “is an action of such and such
a descriptive sort, done in a world of such and such a descriptive sort.” Now D,
entails E, by supervenience, for any action descriptively indistinguishable from
the first one, and done in an indistinguishable world, must also be evaluatively
similar, and so it is impossible for any other action to satisfy D, without satisfying
E. But E does not entail D, for there may be other different actions that satisfy
E, some done in the same world, others in different worlds. For each different
action that satisfies E, there will, however, be a new action-in-world description
D,, D, D,, Ds...There may even be an infinite number of such descriptions,
but any action that satisfies one of them will also satisfy E. Let us form, then, the
disjunction of the descriptions of all such actions-in-worlds, A. What we find now
is that E entails A, since if E is satisfied by an action in a world, that action must
satisfy one of the action-in-world descriptions D,—D, and so satisfy the enormous
disjunctive description A. But A also entails E, for if the enormous disjunctive
description is satisfied, one of its disjuncts must be satisfied, and as I showed,
each such disjunct entails E. So E both entails and is entailed by A. And since E
was merely a representative evaluative predicate, we can conclude that for each
such predicate, there is at least one descriptive predicate that both entails and is
entailed by it, that is, is necessarily equivalent to it.?

We might think that this is all fairly innocuous, but Jackson then goes on to
claim that necessarily equivalent predicates pick out the same property, hence that
“ethical properties are possibly infinite disjunctive descriptive properties” (1998,
p.124). And he goes further still, claiming that when enough descriptive infor-
mation is in, it is impossible for two people who share the same concept of right
action to disagree about whether an action is right. He allows that we humans
may still need the evaluative predicate, since our access to a possibly infinite dis-
junctive description is probably limited. Nonetheless, he claims, the property to
which mastery of that predicate gives us access is a descriptive property, and there
are two analytically equivalent ways of ascribing that property: the evaluative way
and the descriptive way. In descriptive terms, this property is infinite, or at least
potentially infinite, in two directions, outward and inward. It is infinite outward
because there may be an infinite number of different descriptive ways that right
actions-in-worlds may be. It is infinite inward because there is no limit to the
number of things there are to be said in describing any one of those ways. But
this double enormity gives Jackson no pause.

If everything so far is sound, Jackson has established that evaluative proper-
ties are some descriptive properties or other—possibly these doubly enormous
ones. But it remains also possible that they are less enormous than this. If we
want actually to isolate the descriptive property that a given evaluative property
is, the method Jackson proposes is that of “Ramseyfication.” Take all the things
that mature folk morality would claim about (e.g.) rightness: remove the no-
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tion of “right” from them, and see which descriptive replacement for it would
lead to the least disruption (i.e., keep the most such claims true). Then identify
rightness with that descriptive property, whatever it is. It might, for instance,
just be the simple property of being welfare-maximizing—though it probably
won’t be.

I said that Jackson’s position is the most extreme form of naturalism. This is
because of three aspects of his view. The first is the outlandish nature of the
descriptive predicates® that Jackson claims to be analytically equivalent to eval-
uative predicates; most naturalists who offer necessary equivalents for “is right,”
say, offer much simpler ones such as that of “maximizes welfare.” The second is
his claim that the two ways of ascribing one and the same property are analytically
equivalent. Most varieties of naturalism do not take this last step. Such “nonan-
alytic naturalisms” agree that evaluative properties are natural properties, so that
there are two different ways of ascribing such a property; but they deny that the
evaluative way of ascribing it has the same meaning, or invokes the same concepts,
as any descriptive way of ascribing it. The third is Jackson’s view that there must
be a descriptive equivalent for every evaluative predicate; one can imagine a
weaker view that holds merely that there might be a descriptive equivalent for
some evaluative predicates, though there need not be for all; that is to say, this
possibility cannot be ruled out, but there is nothing to show that things must be
so in general.t

Though these weaker views are different from Jackson’s view, they are similar
enough to his to form a recognizable family, the members of which fall into two
main groups: analytic naturalism and nonanalytic naturalism. But there is a type
of naturalism that is utterly different from either of these. This is the ingenious
position held by Richard Boyd (1988) and Nicholas Sturgeon (1988, 2003). I will
focus here on Sturgeon. He starts by suggesting that goodness and other ethical
properties appear to play a causal role in the world. All of us have at some time
or other benefited from the goodness of others, and part of what led to the outcry
against slavery in the United States was that the form of “chattel” slavery prevalent
in the United States was much worse than the sorts of slavery found elsewhere.
But Sturgeon does not move directly from this to the claim that goodness and
wrongness are natural properties. To do that, he would have to claim (at least
implicitly) that only the natural is capable of playing a causal role. Such a claim
is dubious; it is often suggested that supernatural beings, such as God or the
angels, are capable of playing a causal role, since they have the habit of occasion-
ally interfering in the ordinary course of nature. This practice, it is suggested,
does not make them any the less supernatural, or any the more natural. Sturgeon
manages to avoid such difficulties. He claims merely that since moral properties
are capable of playing a causal role, there is no reason to invent a special new
metaphysical category, that of the “nonnatural,” for them to come in. There is
no reason to think of them as other than natural.
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One can hardly say that there is a spectrum here, with Jackson’s view at one
end and Sturgeon’s at the other. Sturgeon’s view differs in style from nonanalytic
naturalism and from Jackson’s analytic naturalism; we could call Sturgeon’s view
“one-term naturalism” and the opposing views “two-term naturalism.” For the
latter views accept that each evaluative distinction must be capable of being cap-
tured in nonevaluative, “descriptive” terms. They deny that the evaluative way of
capturing it might be the only way of doing so. For them, there are two vocab-
ularies, evaluative and descriptive, and anything we can say or report in the ev-
aluative vocabulary we must also be able to say or report in the descriptive one.
Now this claim leads Jackson, at any rate, into difficulties. He has to characterize
the difference between the two vocabularies, so that we know which terms come
in which. This is not at all easy to do without begging some question. The way
that Jackson hits on is to appeal to the distinction between “is” and “ought.” He
writes: “By the descriptive picture, I mean the picture tellable in the terms that
belong to the ‘is’ side of the famous ‘is-ought’ debate” (1998, p. 113). Of course,
in many cases it is controversial which side of the is-ought distinction a term will
fall. Many concepts seem to have a bit of both about them, such as the concept
of generosity or that of a turn (as in “it is not your turn”). Jackson deals with
this by saying: “If it is unclear whether a term is or is not purely descriptive, then
we can take it off the list of the purely descriptive” (p. 120). In my view, this leads
to a problem. Take the whole spectrum of terms, from the most blatantly de-
scriptive (or is-ish) to the most blatantly evaluative (or ought-ish). Jackson’s initial
argument, which appeals to supervenience, must allow that wherever on the spec-
trum we draw the line between the descriptive on the left and the evaluative on
the right, what falls on the right will supervene on what falls on the left, and the
distinctions drawable on the right must also be drawable on the left. But the more
we reduce the scope of what is to count as descriptive, the fewer the distinctions
that our descriptive vocabulary will be able to draw, but the greater the number
of evaluative distinctions that need to be expressible descriptively. Eventually, one
would suppose, the powers of the diminishing descriptive vocabulary will prove
inadequate to its increasing task. This seems to me to cast doubt on Jackson’s
conciliatory definition of the descriptive-evaluative distinction. (See also Raz,
1999.)

Sturgeon faces none of these difficulties. He thinks that naturalism is not a
doctrine about terms or about the relation between two vocabularies, and that
there is no need to claim that there must be a way of expressing in one (“de-
scriptive,” or “natural”) vocabulary what can be expressed in another (“evaluative”
or “moral”). Sturgeon’s view is that moral distinctions are already natural. We
don’t need to find a natural equivalent for them.

Here is a brief characterization of the main types of naturalism I have men-
tioned.
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One-term naturalism (Sturgeon): Every normative fact is a natural fact,
whether or not there is a descriptive way of capturing that fact in addi-
tion to the evaluative way.

Nonanalytic naturalism: For each evaluatively capturable fact, there must be
a descriptive way of capturing that same fact, though the two ways of
capturing it will never be analytically equivalent.

Analytic naturalism (Jackson): For each evaluatively capturable fact, there
must be a descriptive way of capturing that same fact, and the two ways
of capturing it will be synonymous, that is, analytically equivalent, that is,
have the same meaning.

3. INITIAL COMMENTS ON THESE
ARGUMENTS

Sturgeon’s examples of moral properties or facts playing a causal role in the world
are always going to be challengeable. Some will say that the cause of the antislavery
movement in the United States was not that chattel slavery was worse than other
sorts but the fact that people came to believe it worse. We might reply that they
came to believe it worse because it was worse, or because it was so blatantly
worse. With this reply we enter murky waters. As for the example of benefiting
from the goodness of others, the response might be that what we benefit from
are those features of others that make them good, for instance their concern for
their fellows, or their willingness to put themselves second. It is the good-making
features that are affecting the causal order, not the goodness that they make. So
the examples are disputable. In a way, what is more interesting about Sturgeon’s
position is the combination of two claims: that there is no reason to think of
moral properties as so different from (other) natural ones that we need to create
a new category of the nonnatural for them, and that nonethical terms are not
likely to be explanatorily equivalent to ethical ones. (See esp. Sturgeon, 2003.)
Analytical naturalists will deny this last claim of Sturgeon. If evaluative distinctions
are analytically equivalent to descriptive ones, for explanatory purposes it cannot
matter which way one puts things. Even if all explanation is intensional, hence
sensitive to one’s choice of terms, it cannot be sensitive to the distinction between
analytic equivalents.

Turning now to Jackson’s first argument: this seems to me to be ineffective.
I accept that for each learnable predicate there must be a repeatable pattern in
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the ways things can be, to which we can learn to respond, and it may be that
each such pattern is a pattern of natural or “descriptive” features. But there is no
reason why the pattern itself should be “descriptive.” A pattern of natural features
need not be a natural pattern. The point could not be made better than it is by
John McDowell, who writes:

[H]owever long a list we give of the items to which a supervening term ap-
plies, described in terms of the level supervened upon, there may be no way,
expressible at the level supervened upon, of grouping just such items together.
... Understanding why just those things belong together may essentially require
understanding the supervening term. (1998, p. 202)

It is important here to notice that neither Jackson’s point nor McDowell’s reply
is especially concerned with the relation between the evaluative and the descrip-
tive. Both the point and the reply concern any predicate that applies, where it
applies, in virtue of the application of other predicates. (Such predicates are called
“resultant,” “emergent,” or “consequential.”) Jackson’s general idea is that the
upper-level, resultant predicate can only be learnt by seeing the pattern it picks
out at the lower level. But this claim seems to me to be falsified by the design
structure of connectionist machines, if for no other reason. What I mean by this
is that there is at least one model of rationality, the connectionist one, in which
Jackson’s claim is false. In fact, there is more than one; Roschian prototypes
constitute another. I argue all these things in detail elsewhere (Dancy, 1999).

With Jackson’s second argument, the crucial question is whether his
supervenience-based argument succeeds in establishing that every evaluative fact
can be reported in descriptive terms. For this it is required, not merely that for
each evaluative sentence there is a necessarily equivalent descriptive one (this just
means that where either is true, the other must be), but also that the two sentences
express or pick out the same matter of fact (whether they have the same meaning
or not). There are three steps in Jackson’s argument, taken now about predicates
rather than sentences. First, for each evaluative predicate, there is a necessarily
equivalent descriptive one; second, those two predicates ascribe the same property.
Third, they have the same meaning. If the second step can be resisted, the sound-
ness of the third step becomes irrelevant. And if the second step fails, we lose a
significant argument for nonanalytic naturalism.

Suppose that we don’t accept Jackson’s supervenience-based argument: are
there any other arguments for nonanalytic naturalism? One possibility is to argue
not from supervenience but from “resultance”; anything that has a normative
property will have it in virtue of, or because of, other properties that it has got.
(See Dancy, 1993, ch. 5.) Suppose that all the latter properties (the resultance base,
as I call them) are natural; one could argue that any properties grounded in a
natural base must themselves be natural. Beyond that, the situation seems to be
that nonanalytic naturalism is normally held as a consequence of metaphysical
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naturalism, for which independent arguments may of course be given (meta-
physical arguments, that is, not ones specifically concerned with ethics).”> Such
argumentation as is then provided consists largely in appeal to the model of
scientific property identification, such as the identification of water as H,o. But
the role of that appeal, which I will be outlining shortly in discussing the Open
Question Argument, is to show that there is a consistent form of naturalism that
is not vulnerable to certain supposed nonnaturalist arguments. This is not an
argument in favor of naturalism but defense against an argument against.

Of course even if naturalist arguments don’t succeed, this does nothing to
establish the truth of nonnaturalism. If Sturgeon is right, there is just no need
(so far as ethics is concerned, at any rate) even to introduce a potential category
of the nonnatural. So let us see what the nonnaturalists have to say.

4. ARGUMENTS FOR NONNATURALISM:
MOORE AND PARFIT

Nonnaturalists have traditionally been keen to refute all forms of naturalism at
once, despite the differences I have been showing between those forms, by one
big blockbuster argument. By far the most famous argument of this sort is G. E.
Moore’s Open Question Argument, which Moore took to refute all possible nat-
uralist suggestions as to what natural property goodness might be (1903, ch. 1).
Take any candidate natural property: the candidate that Moore actually considers
is that goodness is “what I desire to desire.” Moore suggests that there is a clear
difference between the questions “Is what I desire to desire what I desire to
desire?” and “Is what I desire to desire good?” And he takes it that the same
difference would appear for every other candidate natural property. So if we take,
for example, the suggestion that goodness is the property of welfare-maximizing,
we see the same difference between “Is being a welfare-maximizer being a welfare-
maximizer?” and “Is being a welfare-maximizer being good?” The suggestion is
that the second question in these pairings is always substantial, while the first
question is always trivial, and that this shows, in each case, that the claim that
the property of goodness is the candidate natural property must be false.

This argument works by appeal to the idea that if a definition were sound, it
would seem to be a sort of tautology to every competent speaker. Anything, then,
that could seem surprising or informative to a competent speaker cannot be a
correct definition. This idea can be, and has been, challenged by appeal to a
distinction between obvious and unobvious analytic truths. Definitions are ex-
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pressed in supposedly analytic truths, and if some of these are far from obvious,
they may very well be surprising even to the most competent of speakers. Leaving
that point aside, however, Moore’s thought was that if being good is correctly
definable as being a welfare-maximizer, the question “Is being a welfare-
maximizer being a welfare-maximizer?” should seem no different from “Is being
a welfare-maximizer being good?” But they do seem different, and so the defi-
nition is incorrect. Perhaps, indeed, Moore’s argument will show that all such
naturalistic definitions of ethical properties are wrong.

But now: couldn’t there be two quite different terms, terms with different
meanings, that pick out the same property? If there were, appeal to what the
competent speaker knows would be incapable of telling us which pairs of terms
in fact pick out the same property and which don’t; that sort of fact is not what
the competent speaker is supposed to know. What competent speakers know is
the meaning of the terms in their language. But two terms could have different
meanings and refer to the same property, and when that happens, it might not
only be a considerable surprise to the competent speaker, but also very important
to know, and not a trivial matter of definition at all. This is exactly what we see
in the history of science. It was an important discovery that to be hot is to have
a certain degree of molecular kinetic energy. If we had asked the competent
speaker Moore’s question—is there a difference between the question “Is having
a certain degree of molecular kinetic energy having a certain degree of molecular
kinetic energy?” and “Is having a certain degree of molecular kinetic energy being
hot?”—the competent speaker would have said yes. But that would have done
nothing whatever to show the scientific discovery to be wrong. What was discov-
ered was not something about the meaning of words, and is not capable of being
refuted by appeal to what the competent speaker knows. And the same, we might
say, applies to the ethical “discovery” that being good is being a welfare-
maximizer; nothing that Moore has to say can show otherwise. So as it stands,
the Open Question Argument is at best a partial failure. Even if it succeeds in
refuting all forms of analytical naturalism (and I suggested earlier a reason for
thinking that it does not), it has nothing to say against nonanalytical naturalism.

Sturgeon (2003) points out a second defect with the Open Question Argu-
ment. This is that it assumes straight out that the term “good” does not itself
pick out a natural property—the property of goodness. What Moore in effect
argues is that whatever property “good” stands for, it does not also stand for any
property picked out by some other term drawn from a nonethical vocabulary.
But it remains possible, for all that, that the special property for which “good”
stands is already natural—as Sturgeon himself holds it to be. The Open Question
Argument simply does not address this possibility. Why didn’t Moore see this?
The only answer is that he took it as obvious that the term “good,” and other
such terms, such as “right,” are quite different in style from any terms such as
“causing more pleasure than pain.” But we have yet to see what that difference
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in style might be, and to what extent nonnaturalists can appeal to it in argument
with naturalists.” Moore made various attempts to pick out this vital difference
in style. He suggested that the properties picked out by “good” and similar terms
are special, in that they cannot be directly perceived, nor can their presence be
inferred by any of the standard patterns of inference. He also suggested that those
properties are not the business of the natural sciences or of psychology. But even
if these things were true (which they probably are not) they are more like symp-
toms of the thing we are really after than ways of expressing its true nature.

The Open Question Argument probably cannot survive these objections. If
there is to be a blockbuster argument against naturalism, we need to look else-
where. Derek Parfit has recently been trying to do just this; he discusses two
objections, which he takes from Sidgwick (1907, p. 26 n. 1) and which he calls the
triviality objection and the normativity objection. I proceed here to lay out these
objections in my own way. Parfit’s work on this topic is still unpublished, and
among the reasons for this is, as he says, “I know that my material on naturalism
contains serious mistakes. And I make these mistakes in presenting the Triviality
and Normativity Objections” (private communication, May 2002). Since both he
and I think that any mistakes are reparable, here are the objections nonetheless.

The Triviality Objection. Take a standard version of analytic naturalism: the
predicates “is right” and “minimizes suffering” have the same meaning. Now ask
what, if so, could be meant by saying that this act of minimizing suffering is right.
All that can be meant by this—since, according to the analytic naturalist, the
predicates “minimizes suffering” and “is right” have the same meaning—is that
this is an act of minimizing suffering, and that, as another way of saying the same
thing, we could say that it is right. But this renders the second half of the utterance
a merely trivial addition to the first; it is a comparatively insignificant fact that
there is another way of saying that this action would minimize suffering. However,
we all know perfectly well that the second half of the utterance is not a merely
trivial restatement of what the first half said.

This argument will work equally well for any other version of analytic natu-
ralism. All versions trivialize the utterance that, for them, plays the role played
by “This act of minimizing suffering is right,” in the example above. For each
form of analytic naturalism, then, there is an evaluative utterance that it renders
normatively trivial, though of course it will allow that all the others are norma-
tively significant. (The one that loses its normative significance need not lose all
significance, however; there may still be purposes for which it provides helpful
information.) Note that the triviality objection does not show that all analytic
naturalisms render all normative utterances normatively trivial; that is the business
of the normativity objection.

One might think that this argument falls foul of the problem that faced
Moore. Hasn’t it merely shown that the two halves of the utterance have different
meanings? Surely the strongest conclusion that can be drawn here is that natural
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expressions and evaluative expressions never “say the same thing”—which seems
to amount to their not having the same meaning. This is all that Parfit initially
intends to show; his first target is analytical naturalism. But he then discusses a
way of adapting his argument so that it would apply to nonanalytic forms of
naturalism. Such naturalisms suppose that even if we do not just repeat ourselves
(i.e., say the same thing) when we say that an action with the relevant natural
property is right, we are nonetheless reporting the same fact twice in very different
language. So, again, what could be meant by saying that this act of minimizing
suffering is right? All that can be meant by this—since, according to the nonan-
alytic naturalist, the predicates “minimizes suffering” and “is right” ascribe the
same property—is that this is an act of minimizing suffering, and that, as another
way of reporting the same state of affairs, we could say that it is right. But this,
it may seem, renders the second half of the utterance “this act, which minimizes
suffering, is right” a merely trivial addition to the first, and so deprives such
utterances of their normative significance.?

Here then is an argument. At whom is it aimed? It gets no purchase on
Sturgeon at all, for it does nothing to show that “You ought to do A” does not
itself express a matter of natural fact. Parfit’s question here is whether there is
any other expression that clearly states a matter of natural fact and states the same
fact as that stated by “You ought to do A”—to which his answer, like Sturgeon’s,
is no. What Parfit’s argument does is attack the other forms of naturalism. At
least, it attacks all forms that offer as candidate natural properties such properties
as minimizing suffering, the sort of property that we would happily invoke in
saying that an action is right because it has such a property. Parfit asks what could
be meant, within the constraints of naturalism, by saying that an action that has
that property is right. It seems true that no satisfactory answer appears. But at
best this casts doubt only on those forms of naturalism that offer fairly ordinary
candidate natural properties to be identical with rightness. If we take Jackson’s
outlandish candidate, the vast disjunctive descriptive property, things are different.
There is no possible suggestion that a right action is right because it has that vast
descriptive property. So the suggestion that nothing significant is added to what
is reported by the description, when we continue “and it is right,” is not so
troubling. The trouble came, it seems, from the suggestion that we are really
continuing “and it is right for that reason”—but Jackson’s own view would not
suit that suggestion. In fact, on his view, no ordinary statement of the form “Acts
of such and such a nature are right” need be normatively trivial, even if true. So
I pass to Parfit’s second objection.

The Normativity Objection. Moral and other evaluative facts have a feature
that no natural fact could have, namely, normativity. If we try to identify moral
facts, or facts about what we have most reason to do, with natural facts, their
normativity is lost.

With this objection, we reach the heart of the matter. But we can make no
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progress until we know what this normativity is. The nearest that I have got to
this so far is to suggest that evaluative facts have a different “style” from that of
nonevaluative facts, but this is not a lot of help. Let me therefore review some
attempts to say what normativity is.

5. WHAT Is NORMATIVITY?

One suggestion is that normativity is a sort of prescriptive force, which some
utterances have and other utterances do not. But though this idea might appeal
to noncognitivists, it is not really available to realists. Realists think that moral
utterances report how things are morally. If there is normativity around, it must
belong to the thing thought and reported—to a fact. Facts, moral or otherwise,
cannot have any sort of force. So realists have to think of normativity as a style
that some matters of fact have and others do not. This is going to be difficult; it
is what J. L. Mackie supposed to be impossible (1977, ch. 1).

It is true that the intuitionists allowed that moral utterances express attitudes
of approval or disapproval (Ross, 1930, pp. 90-91, 1939, p. 255), and one might sup-
pose that they are therefore in a position to say that such utterances have norma-
tive force. But, as realists, they took the expression of approval and disapproval to
be secondary to the main business of moral utterance, which was to characterize
correctly what it would be right or wrong, good or bad to do. It was because of the
nature of what was said—as we would put it, because of its normativity—that the
saying of it was capable of expressing the attitudes of which the emotivists made so
much. So for the intuitionists, as for other realists, normativity is first and fore-
most a feature of the matters of fact expressed by moral utterances.

How are we to characterize that feature, then? One common approach appeals
to motivational distinctions. We might say that someone who recognizes a nor-
mative matter of fact is necessarily motivated thereby—motivated either by what
is recognized or by the recognition of it, according to one’s position in the theory
of motivation. So to be a normative fact is to be a fact that necessarily motivates
anyone who recognizes it. But this claim seems too strong; there is general agree-
ment that those suffering from extreme depression cease to be motivated by the
moral reasons that they continue to recognize. We could weaken our claim and
say that moral and other normative matters of fact are “intrinsically motivating,”
meaning by this that they are capable of motivating in their own right, but not
that they always do so. But this seems to be as much true (if true at all) of some
apparently nonnormative matters of fact, such as that this course of action prom-
ises a lot of pleasure. We might then try the idea that normative matters of fact
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necessarily motivate all who recognize them, on pain of practical irrationality
(Smith, 1995). (Those suffering from extreme depression are to count as practically
irrational for the while.) It is, of course, no objection to this characterization of
normativity that it makes essential appeal to the probably normative notion of
irrationality; for it is no part of my purpose here to characterize normativity in
nonnormative terms. Whether that can be done remains to be seen; we should
not suppose in advance that it either is or needs to be possible. But even so, this
characterization seems likely to apply to some matters of fact that intuitively we
will be supposing not to be normative; so even if it is necessary for normativity,
it is not sufficient. For instance, a rational being who recognizes the fact that a
certain action will make many people more comfortable without making anyone
less comfortable might well be supposed necessarily to be thereby motivated,
independently of how that fact is specified.® The conclusion that I draw from all
this is that normativity cannot be explicated in terms of some relation to moti-
vation, and that if it could, it is a feature that natural facts could have, and so
would be of no help to the nonnaturalists. If we are to make the right sense of
the debate between naturalism and nonnaturalism, we need to look further.
Where else can we look? A common approach has been to announce that
“ought” is normative, and that anything else that is only explicable in terms of
some relation to an ought is normative too. A fact will be normative, then, if it
is a fact about an ought or is essentially related to such a fact. But there are
considerable difficulties with this approach. The first is that it will probably ex-
clude some notions that nonnaturalists have wanted to think of as normative.
The particular notion I have in mind here is that of a reason. It is almost uni-
versally supposed that the notion of a reason is indeed explicable in terms of some
relation to an ought. The standard form of explication is the one Ross used to
explicate his notion of a prima facie duty: a feature is a reason for doing action
A in one case if and only if in any case where that feature is present and there is
no opposing reason, the presence of that feature makes it the case that one ought
to do action A. This is rather clumsily expressed, but I hope that the general idea
is clear; we are dealing here with a sort of isolation test for reasonhood. Unfor-
tunately, it is easy to show that this test is misconceived. First, it assumes without
argument that what is a reason in one case will be a reason in any case in which
it appears. Second, that assumption could be avoided by adjusting the proposed
account so that it reads “in any case where that feature is present as a reason and
there is no opposing reason,” but this would only have the effect of turning every
feature into a reason for everything.!® Third, it seems odd to try to characterize
what it is to make the sort of contribution that a reason makes by appeal to a
(probably rather rare) case in which it is the only reason. It is as if one were to
try to explicate what it is to make a contribution to a conversation in terms of
how things would have gone if there had only been one speaker. Finally, the
account assumes that any reason is capable of standing alone as a reason: that
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there are no features that are reasons only if there are other reasons in play. This
assumption is false. Consider a promise to do some action only if there is another
reason to do it.!! In the absence of a second reason, this promise fails to give us
any reason at all. It is a situation in which we have either no reasons or two.

There are other ways of trying to show that the notion of a reason is neces-
sarily explicable in terms of some relation to an ought. To mention just one more:
a feature is a moral reason to do A if and only if, without that feature, doing A
would have been less of a duty (or less pressing as a duty) than it is, or no duty
at all. The definiens here is neither necessary nor sufficient for reasonhood. Sup-
pose that “ought” implies “can.” Then, on the proposed definition, the fact that
one is able to do A turns into a reason for doing A, since without that feature
we would have had no duty to do A. But this is ridiculous; so the definiens is
not sufficient. But neither is it necessary. It is possible for a feature to be a reason
for doing A in a case where, had that feature been absent, one would have had
more, not less, reason to do A. This may sound surprising at first, because we
have a great tendency to think of reasons in comparative terms, in the sort of
way that the present definition appeals to. But there are many cases where if we
were to remove a feature that counts in favor of what we propose to do, it will
necessarily be replaced by a feature that counts even more strongly in the same
direction. These are win-win situations, but none the worse for that. For example,
suppose that there is an action that I am going to do, and I have to choose
between doing it for a friend and doing it for a stranger. To do it for a friend
would be good; friendship is a virtue, and acts done for friends get some of their
value from that fact; but if I am not doing it for a friend, I will be doing it for
a stranger, and this might create even more value.

One could continue on this line for some time. The point may, however, have
been sufficiently made: even if the notion of an ought is normative, we cannot
expect to be able to characterize normativity in terms of that notion alone.

We might still think that at least the following is true: If we have more reason
to do A than to do B, we ought to do A rather than B. But even this is not so
obvious. In my (perhaps idiosyncratic) view, there is room for what I call “enticing
reasons,” reasons that are to do with what is fun, amusing, enjoyable, pleasant,
and so on. And these may differ from other sorts of reason precisely in failing to
generate oughts. Why insist that you ought (other things equal) to take the most
pleasant course? And even if one does insist on that, perhaps on the ground that
there is an unbreachable connection between “ought” and “most reason,” it is
possible that the ought one ends up with is rather different from other oughts,
since in the realm of enticers one has a sort of rational permission to please
oneself, that is, to select the less enticing option rather than the more. But an
ought that is compatible with a permission not to act is not as obviously nor-
mative as are the oughts with which I started, the moral oughts and their kin.

So even if we do start from oughts, we have to start from an obviously
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normative ought; and not all normative notions are very like those oughts. And
when we have done this, what have we gained? We still haven’t learned what
normativity is. To say that “ought” is a normative notion was supposed to be
informative, not merely to say that “ought” lies at the center of a group of notions
that cluster around it. Effectively, we were trying to say what normativity is, and
all we have achieved is to point to one central notion that has got it, or from
whose presence in a fact the normativity of that fact is derived. There is a clear
danger that our supposed explication of normativity will be little more than a list
of the things that have got it.

What is more, a list of things that have normativity (even if in some sense
correct)'? will be of no help if we are trying to show that nothing natural is
normative. Nonnaturalists surely have to try to say what normativity is, if they
are hoping to show that it is a feature that nothing natural could ever have. And
so far we have not made many strides in that direction.

The demand that we say something about what normativity is, which one
might suppose to be in principle satisfiable, should be distinguished from the
probably unsatisfiable demand that we say what normativity is in nonnormative
terms. I agree with Derek Parfit’s general point that it may be no more possible
to do the latter than it is to say what the temporal is—what time is, as it were—in
nontemporal terms. Our inability to give an “external” characterisation of the
temporal in no way unsettles the conceptual health of the family of temporal
notions, or shows that we don’t know the difference between temporal notions
and others. The situation may be, and probably is, the same with the family of
normative notions. But this fact—if it is a fact—is of no help if we are trying to
say why something natural cannot also be normative. For that purpose, we need
more than an inexplicit sense that certain notions are similar to each other and
different from other notions.

There remains a stubborn feeling that facts about what is right or wrong,
what is good or bad, and what we have reason to do have something distinctive
in common, and that this common feature is something that a natural fact could
not have. But so far we have not been able to say anything very constructive
about what this common feature is supposed to be, and as a result we are in no
position to say why a natural fact cannot have it.

6. A SUGGESTION

The fact that one ought to do this rather than that, and the fact that one has
reason to do this rather than that, bear their practical relevance on their face;
they are explicit answers to the question what to do. Let us suppose that the
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central concepts in such facts, those of “ought” and of “reason,” are therefore
pivotal members of a special family of concepts: the N-family. The N-family is of
course the family of normative concepts. We need not be sure yet which other
concepts are members of this family. Any fact expressed in ways in which those
concepts play no role may have practical relevance; some such facts are perhaps
necessarily practically relevant. But that such facts are practically relevant is a
further fact about them. As Parfit puts it, a fact that has normative significance
need not for that reason be a normative fact. The difference here is between facts
that might be mentioned in answers to the question what to do, and the facts
that those facts are relevant to the question what to do. To give a very contentious
example of this difference: the fact that this action would make many more com-
fortable and none less comfortable could well be mentioned in an answer to the
question whether it is the thing to do, but is not the same fact as the fact that it
is relevant to what to do. On this account, therefore, it is not a normative fact,
though it is a fact of normative significance, one that makes a difference to what
to do.

Some normative facts, then, are more complex than the simple fact that one
ought to do this; they contain that fact, but they also contain what makes that
simple fact the case. Such facts are of this form: that p makes it the case that one
ought (or has reason) to act in way w. These metafacts are facts about some
matter of fact and about its making a difference to how to act. They constitute
direct answers not only to the practical question what to do, but also to the
question why. It is these metafacts that I think of as the central normative facts,
by reference to which the normativity of all others is to be understood. Each such
fact is the fact that some other fact stands in a certain normative relation to an
action (or a belief or a feeling or a desire . .. ); I have mentioned two such nor-
mative relations, that of “being a reason for” and that of “making it the case that
one ought.” Let us hope that these will prove to be enough.

Not all normative facts are exactly of this form. First there are those of the
simpler form “X ought to A,” which don’t contain any answer to the question
why one ought; such facts, I claim, are still explicitly normative, in virtue of their
subject matter.'* And there are further normative facts to take into account. Con-
sider facts about value; are they normative facts? So far, it would seem not. That
something (a violin or a piece of music, say) is good is not an explicit answer to
any question what to do or what not to do. The sense in which value-facts are
practically relevant is therefore not quite the same as the one I used in claiming
practical relevance for facts about what one ought to do or has reason to do. The
main difference is that the latter facts specify the action to be done. Though value-
facts are about practical relevance, they do not themselves specify the actions
concerned; they are silent about what stands on the right-hand side of the nor-
mative relation. Nonetheless, to say that something is of value is to say explicitly
that its nature makes a difference to how to act, even though we are not told
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what difference it makes. Value-facts, then, are facts about practical relevance of
a rather indeterminate sort (not merely facts of indeterminate practical relevance).
As one might put it, if a violin is a good one it has reason-giving features, and
we know on which side they fall (the pro rather than the con side, as it were)—but
we don’t yet know what those reasons are reasons to do, to believe, or to feel. In
this sense, I want to say, value-facts are normative, and so the concepts centrally
involved in them are in the N-family, but their normativity is less well focused.

This, then, is my initial account of what normativity is, an account written
in explicitly normative terms (as predicted). It is a feature that a fact can have,
and if a fact has it, it is because of that fact’s subject matter. The account holds
that the notions of reason and ought are the central normative notions.'* Eval-
uative notions are normative, too, but they differ structurally from the deontic
ones in terms of which normativity is characterized. What other notions have
been called normative? One common claim is that the notion of belief is nor-
mative; Robert Brandom says that his account of belief is “normative all the way
down” (1994, p. 638). Whether this is so or not, on my account, will depend on
whether one thinks that believing has normative consequences, or that those “con-
sequences” are better taken to be part of what it is to believe. Is it, that is, that
the person who believes that p thereby puts herself in a position in which she
ought either to abandon that belief or to believe that g, should she also believe
that if p, then g? Or is it rather that to be in that position is part of what it is to
believe that p? Either view is, of course, possible, but only on the latter would the
notion of belief be normative; on the former, it is not normative itself, but it has
normative significance—as do many other nonnormative notions.

It is worth pointing out that no appeal is here made to any necessary link
between the recognition of a normative fact and being motivated by it. People
can perfectly well know what they ought to do, and why, and be left cold by it.
The same goes for knowledge of what is best, and of what one has reason (even
most reason) to do. The appeal here is to the subject matter of the relevant facts,
not to any role that recognition of those facts plays in motivation.

I have tried here to give some account of normativity without having more
than half an eye on the issue that divides naturalists and nonnaturalists. The idea
had been that once we had some understanding of what normativity is, we non-
naturalists would then be able to show that naturalism is a nonstarter. What is
more, there was the hope that we would be able to show this all in one go, for
any form of naturalism whatever. Certainly that is what Moore was trying to do
with his Open Question Argument, and Parfit is essentially after the same prize.
My own view, however, is that it is not going to be possible to extract any such
blockbuster argument from the characterization of normativity that I have sug-
gested in this section. The characterization will help significantly, of course. But
to some extent the different varieties of naturalism each need their own treatment.
This is the task to which I now turn.
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7. NATURALISMS AND THEIR DEFECTS

Sturgeon’s leading thought here is that there is no adequate reason to invent a
special metaphysical category for normative facts, because they are all capable of
contributing to the causal order. But this is a peculiar inference. The suggestion
never was that these normative facts are incapable of contributing to the causal
order, and that therefore they are special in a way that we dignify by calling them
nonnatural. The point, as is now apparent, was rather that there is a difference
in subject matter (as I originally put it, a difference in style) between the fact that
another fact is of practical relevance and a fact that is of practical relevance. This
difference would survive the discovery—if so it be—that facts of both styles can
in their various ways affect the causal order. One might say the same about
supernatural facts. These can, we suppose, also affect the causal order, since the
exercise of supernatural power is supposedly the occasional cause of miraculous
but natural events (unnatural perhaps, but not nonnatural). But we might still
wish to work with a distinct metaphysical category of the supernatural. Returning
then to the normative, normative facts have a distinctive subject matter, and this
is what justifies our separating them from others, and placing them in a special
category.

Sturgeon could accept the suggestion that normative facts are facts with a
distinctive subject matter but could now say that if this is all that the difference
between the normative and the nonnormative consists in, there is still no reason
to suppose that normative facts cannot be natural. Why couldn’t we think of facts
about the practical relevance of other facts as natural—especially if they remain
capable of contributing to the causal order? This is the point at which we can
make no further progress without an acceptable characterization of the natural.
For without such a characterization, the subject matter of normative facts is always
going to make them look as if they are markedly distinct from the sort of facts
that naturalists seem to feel comfortable with.'> For instance, facts about which
facts are of practical relevance to what do not look as if they form part of the
subject matter of natural science, they seem to be neither observable nor inferable
from what is observable in ways acceptable to such science, they do not form a
recognizable part of what we call the natural world—and so on. The only char-
acterisation of the natural that the normative does satisfy is the causal one—and
that only possibly, the matter being very contentious.

All other forms of naturalism allow that there are two ways of capturing one
and the same natural fact—the normative way and the nonnormative way. If
asked whether the fact itself is normative or nonnormative, their best answer
seems to be that the fact is natural and normative, however it is captured or
expressed. For we have already decided that whether a fact is normative does not
depend on the way it is expressed but on its subject matter. Now this seems to
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mean that the fact has, as it were, two subject matters. Or does it? I am pursuing
the idea that the subject matter of a fact is not to be tied to the terms in which
that fact is expressed. If so, we should not just assume that two forms of expres-
sion yield two subject matters, any more than that they yield two facts. So the
naturalist idea has to be that the subject matter of the fact that this action would
maximize welfare could be the same as that of the fact that that fact would make
the action right.

Against this, the normativity argument maintains that if we identify moral
facts with natural facts in this way, we abolish their normativity—that is, we
change their subject matter. It is impossible to reply to this that we don’t do that
(identity is not reductive), because it just isn’t true (and here is the response
direct) that the fact that this action maximizes welfare (say) has the same subject
matter as the fact that that fact would make the action right. The latter fact is a
fact about the practical relevance of the former fact. Further, if we say there is
only one fact, that fact will have to be the natural fact, and normative facts will
have been abolished; that is, we will have lost the facts themselves, not just their
normativity. So identity is reductive, in this case.

Then there is the triviality argument.!® The charge here is that these natural-
isms all start with some obviously right-making property, then reduce all others
to that one, and then, by identifying rightness with that property, render nor-
matively trivial the claim that actions with that property are right. In terms of
reasons, we start from a feature that is an obvious reason for action, reduce all
other potential reasons to this one, leaving us with only one sort of reason for
action—and then at the last moment we identify that reason with overall right-
ness, thus rendering it impossible for us to say that it is a reason for action at
all. Two things make it incapable of being a reason for action any more. The first
is that since it is rightness, it cannot be what makes acts right (other than trivially,
of course). The second is that rightness itself is not a reason for doing anything;
the reason for doing something will be whatever feature makes it right, in a sense
in which what makes an act right cannot be its rightness. (It is not “right because
it is right.”) In this way, naturalism seems to deprive us of a reason—and, what
is more, of a reason that it needs if it is to get going in the first place. In depriving
us of that reason, it renders its own central claim at best normatively trivial. The
most the relevant remarks can now mean is not “This is a reason for that” but
“This is the case, and as another way of reporting the same state of affairs, we
could say that that is the case.” But this last claim is normatively trivial, even if
it might be important information in certain contexts.
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8. REPLIES TO THESE ARGUMENTS

The question is whether we can or cannot argue directly from the normativity of
such facts as that one ought to do A to their nonidentity with any fact capturable
in ways that employ no normative concept.!’” The best suggestion I have come up
with is that two such facts cannot be identical because they have different subject
matters. But I have also suggested that naturalists do best to hold that the same
matter of fact can be captured in ways that employ quite different concepts, so
that identity of fact is detached from issues of how such facts can be captured.
Am I now immediately rejecting this possibility, on the grounds that even if there
can be more than one way of capturing one and the same fact (which there surely
can), no fact can be expressed in more than one “family” of concepts? Hardly, it
seems, because I will be asked what determines when we are dealing with different
families rather than different groupings within a family, and no distinction such
as the one I have drawn between normative and nonnormative could do other
than beg this question. What differences between groupings of concepts are such
that no fact could be equally well captured in terms of either grouping? To say
that we are dealing with two “families” in the present instance is just to announce
without argument that no fact characterizable in a way that employs concepts in
the normative group is capturable in ways that don’t. But what I had been hoping
for is an argument.

Further: even if we allowed that normative facts have their own subject mat-
ter, why should we allow that to be enough to show that they cannot be natural?
There are plenty of facts with their own distinctive style of subject matter—
temporal facts, for instance, or mathematical ones—which we have no difficulty
in thinking of as all broadly part of the natural picture. What is so special about
the normative ones?

What is driving the nonnaturalists here is the thought that to say that a feature
is practically relevant is to make a different sort of claim from any claim that
does not explicitly mention practical relevance. The fact that something is of
practical relevance is something over and above the something that is of practical
relevance. We can talk till we are blue in the face about the way things are, but
until we turn to the difference these things make to how to act, we have said
nothing normative. There is a vital distinction between direct and indirect ways
of answering the practical question what to do; one can answer that question
without saying that what one has said is an answer to it. This is why identity of
fact cannot be detached from issues of which family of concepts we are using;
there just isn’t a way of addressing in nonnormative terms the question whether
a feature is or isn’t of practical relevance.

To this the naturalist should say that the most we have yet learned is that
normative facts are not identical with any first-order natural fact. But it is quite
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possible to have second-order natural facts; a causal fact is often thought of as
the fact that one fact caused another fact. What is the basis of the argument that
these particular second-order facts, the normative ones, cannot be natural? It
appears to be their subject matter. If we do not use normative concepts, we cannot
address the question what is practically relevant and what is not. Why is that
question not a question of natural fact? At this point, again, we are thrown back
upon whatever account of the natural the naturalists eventually agree upon. Our
claim is that whatever they come up with, it will be impossible to identify these
normative facts with any fact that they can allow to be natural. Take one final
example of a natural metafact: that the fact that this action would cause pain is
one that people want to take into account in deciding whether to do it. Is this a
normative fact? Well, is it a fact about some fact’s giving us a reason, or about
some fact’s making an action right? The nonnaturalists say no.

In writing this essay, I have been enormously influenced by the work of Derek Parfit—
work that is still in progress. Comments from him and from David Copp have much
improved the end product, and I have also profited from discussion with Douglas Far-
land and Michael Ridge.

1. This contrast is peculiar because it seems to involve a cross-categorization. One
can contrast the evaluative with the descriptive, and the natural with the ethical. The
first contrast is a contrast between two sorts of utterance, or two sorts of predicate, or
two sorts of speech act; it is to do with styles of thought and speech. The second one is
a contrast between two types of property, say, or of fact. Since Jackson’s argument, as I
present it, concerns predicates, I express it in terms of the first contrast. (All this means
that I find Jackson’s concept of “descriptive nature” rather awkward.)

2. In his book, Jackson runs this argument for ethical sentences rather than ethical
predicates; I have here tried to show how to run it in terms of predicates, to fit the
focus of my discussion of naturalism (which concerns properties and facts rather than
truths).

3. Of course the properties picked out by those predicates need not be so outland-
ish, since they can also be picked out by much less outlandish predicates, such as
“good.”

4. I will leave this “merely possible” naturalism out of account in what follows. The
main reason for holding such a view would be the belief that nothing could show the
categories of the normative and the natural to be mutually exclusive; they might over-
lap.

5. Jackson, by contrast, has at least one argument that makes no appeal at all to
metaphysical naturalism: his argument from the supervenience of the ethical on the de-
scriptive. This appeals to local facts about the ethical, not to general metaphysics.
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6. 1 should mention here the sort of argument provided by moral functionalists, as
exemplified by Michael Smith. Moral functionalists claim that the concept of rightness
is the concept of whatever property plays a certain role. In The Moral Problem (1995)
Michael Smith claims (pp. 177, 185) that the rightness of an act A in C is this feature:
that we would desire that A be done if we were fully rational. And he moves from this
to the claim that the rightness of an act A in C is that (natural, if you will) feature of A
that we would desire acts to have in C if we were fully rational. It is hard to tell
whether this is best viewed as an argument for analytic naturalism or for nonanalytic
naturalism. But it is a fallacy anyway. It is one thing to say that being right is being
what we would desire to do if we were fully rational; it is another to say that to be
right is to have natural feature F, the feature that we would desire our acts to have if
we were fully rational. Only the latter is a form of naturalism; and it cannot be estab-
lished by appeal to the former.

7. 1 don’t mean, by using the term “style,” to suggest that the relevant difference
will be a trivial or shallow one. One can think of the style of a fact in a way similar to
the style of a building; there need be no suggestion that the same building could have
been built in a different style.

8. Parfit is not happy with this argument as it stands, because of the relation be-
tween the following.

A: Heat is that property, whatever it is, that gives objects certain powers such as that
of turning liquids into gases.
B: Molecular kinetic energy is the property that gives objects those powers.

Together these two entail that heat is molecular kinetic energy, which is an important
discovery. Now on some criteria of fact-identity, A and B report the same fact. Suppose,
however, that A is true in virtue of meaning alone. Can we avoid the conclusion that B
is true in virtue of meaning alone?

9. In putting things in this way, I am to some extent loading the dice against natu-
ralism. For a naturalist might well want to say that the fact that an action would make
many more comfortable and nobody less comfortable is a normative fact. But what I
am trying to do at this point is to develop a conception of normativity that can help to
show what the nonnaturalists are driving at when they say that no natural fact could be
a normative fact. (I am not trying [yet] to develop one that shows that the nonnatural-
ists are right about this.) The present conception of normativity, though a possible one,
would be no help.

10. It would do this because every feature (even if it is not in fact a reason) is such
that, if it were a reason and there were no other reason, it would decide the issue.

11. I owe this example to Michael Ridge.

12. Note that the naturalists have no reason at all to dispute this part of the story—
quite the opposite. They are not trying to deny normativity or to maintain that there is
no such notion, but to naturalize it.

13. This notion of the subject matter of a fact is not supposed to be tendentious. A
good plumber knows pretty well everything there is to know about how to mend leaks.
If what the plumber knows are facts, they have a subject matter, namely, how to mend
leaks.

14. My own view is that the notion of ought can be explicated in terms of reasons
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(in terms of the notion of “most reason,” in fact); but I am not allowing that view to
complicate the picture here.

15. Of course, Sturgeon could say that we are dealing with a spectrum here, and
that normative facts stand at one end of it, with the spectrum shading gently away from
them to the hard physical facts at the other end. But this is a picture that many nonna-
turalists would be happy with. They would say it is not a form of naturalism at all.

16. As I said much earlier, this argument does not address the views of Jackson and
Sturgeon.

17. It is worth noting that, as I have presented things, the naturalists are saying that
all evaluative properties and facts must be identical with descriptive properties and facts,
while the nonnaturalists are saying that none can be. Between these two views there is a
large gap. Might it not be that some are and some are not? If things were to turn out
that way, it would be a defeat for both sides. The naturalists’ moral metaphysics would
have to undergo serious readjustment. The nonnaturalists would be in a slightly better
case; officially, they should be pleased by the discovery that there is irreducible norma-
tivity. But they would lose what is their main argument against the naturalists, which is
that no normative property could be natural; and it is not clear what argument could
be put in its place.
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CHAPTER 5§

ANTIREALIST
EXPRESSIVISM AND
QUASI-REALISM

SIMON BLACKBURN

1. SOME BACKGROUND

PosiTions known as ‘expressivist’ in contemporary moral philosophy have an
ancestry in the sentimentalists’ opposition to rationalism in the eighteenth cen-
tury, and particularly in the moral theory of David Hume (1888). In his Treatise,
Hume undertakes to show that morality is “more properly felt than judged of,”
and firmly locates it as a delivery of our passions or sentiments. It is not the
result of any kind of algebra or geometry of reason, and neither is it a matter of
observation. Hume had many objections to these rival views, but most forcefully
he argued that ethics is essentially a practical subject, and in order to control our
practice it needs a motivational aspect that neither of these sources could supply.
Moral commitments exist purely in order to determine preference and practice,
whereas other commitments exist at the service of any desire that happens to
come along and pick them up. This is not, of course, to say that we always do
what we think we ought to do, for attitudes can have the most surprising ex-
pression, depending on what else is in the agent’s psychological mix. It is at best
to say that we do what we think we ought to do, or love what we admire, other
things being equal. Other things are not always equal, and all that should be
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claimed is that when people knowingly succumb to temptation, or are attracted
by what they know to be wrong, something is out of joint. The natural expressions
of love are concern and kindness, but when things are out of joint, love leads
people to kill that which they love.

Hume’s view attracted few other philosophers, until in the twentieth century
the objections to a rival, ‘realist’ theory, making ethics a matter of knowledge and
truth, became sufficiently pressing to motivate philosophers to revisit the
eighteenth-century tradition.

Shortly after the beginning of the twentieth century, G. E. Moore delivered
what became known as the Open Question Argument against ethical naturalism.
This argument purported to show that any adequate philosophy of ethics needed
to put a distance between moral and ethical judgment, on the one hand, and
judgment about empirical matters, or about the kind of things talked of in natural
science, on the other hand. Moore’s argument purported to separate strictly moral
or ethical judgments, or what he called judgments of Goodness, from the whole
field of empirical and scientific judgment. Judgments of Goodness give us the field
of normative judgment, whereby we endorse some things and condemn others,
or insist on some things and permit others. By Moore’s argument, they are to be
separated from judgments about how things stand, including how they stand
psychologically. Judgments of health and happiness, what is actually desired or
avoided, fall on the ‘natural’ side. Judgments of what ought to be the case, or
what is good or desirable, fall on the normative side.

Of course, people will make normative judgments in the light of what they
take the empirical and scientific facts to be. But the Open Question Argument
asserts that people might take all the empirical and scientific facts as settled, but
still have room to doubt whether a particular moral judgment, or judgment of
Goodness, is the one to make in the light of those facts. In particular, people
making a bizarre evaluation in the light of agreed facts might convict themselves
of being unpleasant or idiosyncratic, but they do not disqualify themselves as not
knowing the meaning of moral terms.

Similarly, those who look to rather different facts in the light of which to
make judgments of Goodness do not thereby talk past each other. They are to be
seen as disagreeing. But disagreement involves shared content of judgment, a
content that one side judges true and the other side judges false. Hence, again,
there is a space between the proposition or content judged and the underlying
standards in virtue of which it is judged. Different standards may still result in
the same verdict, and a dissident giving a different verdict can still be in the
business of making valuations.

Moore himself took the argument to compel ethical intuitionism. This is the
view that moral judgments have a distinct identity, and that these distinct, sui
generis propositions are judged only by an equally distinct faculty of intuition,
specially adapted to deliver them. Thinking of truth, the view would be that these
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propositions are made true or false by their own kinds of fact, facts about the
normative order of things. It seems as though Plato was right, that there is a
world of Forms, or Norms—a kind of cosmic determination of what is right or
wrong, rational or unacceptable. Something above and beyond Nature, something
nonnatural, includes haloes on some kinds of conduct, and razor wire forbidding
others. These norms are, fortunately, accessible to human beings, but only through
a strange, tailor-made faculty known as intuition.

It is easy to see that this yields no very satisfactory philosophy of value.
Among other problems, it gives no account of why we should be interested in
the propositions that, on the theory, form the subject matter of ethics. Just as
colors seem to be entirely optional objects of concern, so norms, values, duties,
rights, and indeed other things that float free of the natural world must surely be
optional objects of interest. For those of us mired in practical matters, such as
human pleasures and pains, desires and needs, the world of ethics would seem to
be something of a distraction. If the normative nature of things is so distinct from
their ordinary nature, it is not only difficult to see how it has to be an object of
interest, but even difficult to see how it is possible for it to engage us. The ‘mag-
netism’ of Goodness seems quite inexplicable. Yet Moore’s argument against nat-
uralism seemed to block any return to saying that the subject matter of ethics is
just underlying human pleasures and pains, desires and needs.

After Moore, philosophers fixing their gaze on judgments of Goodness even-
tually confronted the dilemma that either their content was equivalent to that of
empirical or scientific propositions or it was not. If the former, the account con-
flates ‘is’ with ‘ought’ and falls to the Open Question Argument. If the latter, the
account fails because of the nebulous subject matter with which it purports to deal.
This impasse opened the way toward an entirely different approach. This did not
stare at the judgment of Goodness, asking what was being judged true or false. In-
stead it asked what was being done by human beings when they go in for ethics.
And there seemed to be an obvious answer: when people express themselves in the
normative terms of ethics and morals, they are voicing practical attitudes and
emotions. They may be doing other things as well: inviting or insisting on others
sharing those attitudes or emotions, or prescribing ways to behave, or demanding
conformity to ways of behaving. These practical functions seem to give ethics its
identity. In that case, the function of normative sentences is not to represent either
peculiar Moorean facts about the world or more mundane empirical facts about
the world. It is to avow attitudes, to persuade others, to insist on conformities and
prescribe behavior. So was born the ‘emotivism’ of A. J. Ayer and Charles Steven-
son (Ayer, 1936; Stevenson, 1944). In Ayer’s famous words:

The presence of an ethical symbol in a proposition adds nothing to its factual
content. Thus if I say to someone, “You acted wrongly in stealing that money,”
I am not stating anything more than if I had simply said, “You stole that
money.” In adding that this action is wrong I am not making any further
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statement about it. I am simply evincing my moral disapproval of it. It is as if
I had said “You stole that money” in a peculiar tone of horror, or written it
with the addition of some special exclamation marks.

2. REFINING THE THEORY

This practical approach to the function of moral language and moral thought
allows for a number of refinements. Although Ayer and Stevenson concentrated
upon the practical function of expressing emotion, it was easy to see that in many
cases, ethical thinking can be relatively unemotional. The eighteenth century
worked in terms of sentiments and passions. A better term may be ‘attitude’ or
‘stance’. R. M. Hare influentially put the issuing of prescriptions at the heart of
his account (1952). In more modern writings, the approach is generically called
‘expressivism’, leaving some latitude in identifying exactly what is expressed. This
latitude is not a weakness of the approach, but simply reflects the fact that our
ethical reactions can be more or less emotional, more or less demanding, and
more or less prescriptive. Different cultures may exhibit different ethical ‘styles’.
One may work in terms of sin, bringing in attitudes like disgust and fear of
pollution. Another may work in terms of shame, with social sanctions expressed
in terms of contempt and designed to arouse corresponding embarrassment or
shame on the part of the wrongdoer. And a third may work in terms of guilt,
with social sanctions expressed in terms of anger and resentment, and designed
to arouse corresponding guilt on the part of the wrongdoer. In other words, the
ethic of a culture can be ‘variably realized’ in the emotional tone that accompanies
the practical pressures people put on themselves and others.

There is a need to give some further description of the territory, however.
For if nothing more is said, expressivism would face the objection that the state
of mind expressed may just be the state of mind of believing that something is
Good, and no advance has been made. The most influential metaphor directing
this part of the area has been that of Elizabeth Anscombe (1957). Anscombe
contrasted two different ways of using a shopping list. In the first, the list directs
the subject’s purchases. It tells the subject what to do. In the second, the list
records the subject’s purchases. It records what the subject has bought. In the first
use, the list is prescriptive or directive, whereas in the second, it is descriptive or
representational. A philosopher like Moore conceives of normative propositions
as representational, but then flounders on the question of what they represent.
The expressivist approach conceives them as prescriptive or directive. In the best
known way of explaining the metaphor, it is said that normative language has a
different ‘direction of fit’ to the world. It exists in order to direct action and
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change the world. It does not exist in order to represent any natural part of it,
and still less some occult part of it (Smith, 1988).

This makes it sound as though normative expressions are more like expres-
sions of desire—which also have the different direction of fit with the world—
than like expressions of representational states such as belief. So a direct approach
to identifying the relevant attitudes would be to seek an outright reduction of
moral attitude, for example, in terms of what we desire, or what we desire to
desire. But such reductions are usually uncomfortable. Simple desire or liking
scarcely gets us into the territory of ethics at all, not least since there need be no
disagreement between two people, one of whom likes X and one of whom does
not. At the least, ethics seems to concern desires that in some sense we insist
upon, or which we demand from other people.

Desire to desire does not do either. For I may desire to desire X because I
regret my feeble appetite for X and am aware that people who do desire X get
more fun out of life. But that is different both from admiring X and admiring
the desire for X. A better general description might locate the ethical in terms of
those springs of action with which an agent is most identified, and this in turn
would be manifested by things like reluctance to change or reluctance to tolerate
variation. Ethics is about our practical insistences, including centrally those with
which we set ourselves to comply, or hope ourselves to comply (Blackburn, 1998;
Tiberius, 2000).

The obvious advantage of expressivism is that it has no difficulty accounting
for the motivational nature of moral commitment. Moral commitment is de-
scribed and identified in terms of its motivational function. Attitudes, for or
against things, are unproblematically motivating. But then a difficulty opens up
on the other side, falling into danger of making the connection too close, which
means closing any space for the phenomena of weakness of will. We want to leave
it open that an agent should judge, with certainty, that succumbing to some
temptation is not the thing to do, but go ahead and do it anyhow. We do not
always live up to our better selves. We may fail to do so when we are listless or
peevish, or simply perverse or weak. The expressivist (like anybody else) should
acknowledge such phenomena.

In order to accommodate them to an attitudinal account of ethical commit-
ment, they should be diagnosed as cases of the house divided against itself. With
weakness of will part of us pulls one way, but part of us pulls the other way, and
on the particular occasion this is the part that wins. An attitude can be compared
with a disposition, and dispositions do not always manifest themselves when you
might expect them to do so. A fragile glass might unexpectedly bounce on being
dropped instead of shattering. If it bounces too often, the view that it is fragile
starts to lose ground. Similarly, if temptation wins too often, we begin to doubt
the strength of the alleged moral commitment, and diagnoses of hypocrisy or
mere lip-service to an ideal start to gain ground. But in honest-to-God weakness
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of will, the moral vector is still operating, and this can be shown by subsequent
remorse, or embarrassment at being caught, or a variety of discomforts. Weakness
of will is typically uncomfortable, just because our inclinations are out of line
with what we would wish to insist on, from ourselves or others. If we consider
an attitude such as disapproval of an action, the right thing for an expressivist to
say is that such an attitude is (necessarily) such as to result in condemnation of
the action or avoidance of the action, other things being equal. But this does not
mean that in our actual psychologies, the attitude inevitably trumps whatever
other desires or tendencies pull us toward the action. For other things are not
always equal.

It is also plain that expressing an attitude should not be thought of simply
in terms of letting other people know that you have the attitude. Rather, an
attitude is put forward as something to be adopted. The action is one of attempt-
ing public coordination or sharing of the attitude. Similarly, the speaker’s own
state of mind is not the topic. Not only can one express attitudes one does not
oneself hold, but one can sincerely express attitudes one falsely believes oneself
to hold, and it can be one’s subsequent behavior that informs someone of the
mistake. This is no more than parallel to cases where in describing things one
can say things one does not oneself believe, or which one sincerely but mistakenly
supposes oneself to believe.

Expressivism thus distinguished itself from the position sometimes called na-
ive or vulgar subjectivism, in which a speaker is interpreted as simply describing
what he or she feels about an issue. For the naive subjectivist, ethical judgments
are true or false according to whether the speaker is sincere. The truth-condition
of a speaker’s utterance “Hitler was abominable” is just that the speaker holds or
feels that Hitler is abominable. This account is just wrong. It is not our practice
to allow the truth of such a claim simply on the grounds that the speaker feels
one way or another (the theory is also regressive, in that it still needs an account
of what it is that the speaker feels, the content of the “that” clause). Expressivism
avoids these problems by denying that the speaker is describing his own mind.
He is voicing his mind, that is, putting forward an attitude or stance as the attitude
or stance that is to be held.

An expressivist theory will also want to say something about strength of
attitude. There is a difference, intuitively, between believing with not too much
confidence that Saddam Hussein is very bad indeed and believing with a lot of
confidence or certainty that he is at least rather bad. If expressivism is to cope
with this kind of subtle difference, it will need a parallel difference in attitude.
But since attitudes do not seem to be more or less probable, this may prove
difficult to do. We might imagine an attitude of ‘loathing’, corresponding to the
view that Saddam is very bad indeed, and an attitude of ‘disliking’, corresponding
to the view that he is rather bad. This gives us one dimension of variation. Then
the problem is that our moral beliefs seem to permit two dimensions: the very
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bad/rather bad dimension, and the probable/certain dimension. Here the solution
will be to come up with a difference that plays the same function as the probable/
certain dimension. We might suggest a difference in the ‘robustness’ with which
an attitude is held, measured by the amount of evidence or persuasion it would
take to shift it. Loathing of Saddam combined with a tincture of uncertainty about
a lot of the evidence might succumb quite quickly to propaganda on his behalf,
whereas dislike of him that is strongly founded would survive all but the most
revisionary of stories about recent history.

At first sight, disagreement in attitude is easy to understand. If I am for some-
thing, and you are against it, then we disagree. If it is the time for our attitudes
to issue in a choice, then, other things being equal, I will choose it and you will
not, or I will require it and you will require its absence. But, as with confidence,
there are subtleties here as well. I may admire something, but you simply have
no opinion about it. Is this to count as disagreement? We might so count it:
zealots reject anything other than precise conformity of attitude. This is the idea
that if you are not with us you are against us, as when a true believer counts
agnosticism as a heresy just as much as overt atheism. But in principle, having
no attitude either way is to be distinguished from having thought about it and
decided that there is equal merit on both sides. Again, the expressivist can point
to the relative robustness of the different states. In probability theory, a gambler
who has no opinion either way about whether a coin is biased may bet at the
same rate as someone who has done exhaustive experiments and convinced herself
that the coin is unbiased. The difference between them is that it would take more
evidence to shift the betting rate of the second person than the first. Her betting
rate is robust. Similarly, if someone has no attitude either way, they should be
relatively quickly responsive to incoming evidence in favour of one side or the
other. Whereas if someone has thought about it and arrived at the view that there
are equal merits on each side, it will take more to persuade her of an asymmetry.

3. EXPRESSIVISM AND ERROR

Even if it provides a satisfactory account of the states of mind, the ‘attitudes’
associated with normativity, expressivism still faces problems. To many philoso-
phers, it seems to take away too much. It seems to take away any notion of real
normative truth. Indeed, that was one of its motivations, since it was difficulty
with the nature of normative facts and our access to them that led to the flight
from Moore. But then the fear arises that we are left with too little. The fear
crystallizes around the idea that our language, thought, and practice are premised
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on the idea that there is a normative order, a way things ought to be. But ex-
pressivism tries to get by without saying this, and so in the eyes of critics it falls
short of giving an adequate account of ethical language, thought, and practice.
These are premised on allegiance to a moral ‘reality’. But expressivism regards
moral reality as a myth, and allegiance to it as self-deception.

This kind of unease can be expressed in many ways. When we moralize (using
this is a catch-all term for any way of expressing evaluative or normative opinion),
we think we are getting things right. We think some opinions are certain, and
others less so. If we are of undogmatic temper, we may indeed worry whether
our cherished moral opinion may, in fact, be mistaken. We certainly think others
are often mistaken. We also go in for working out the implications of our views,
sometimes getting ourselves into quite complex chains of moral reasonings. We
do not automatically suppose that our first thoughts are our best thoughts. We
go cautiously, acknowledge fallibility, and sometimes recognize that we were
wrong. But sometimes we think we know the answer, and we think we know of
methods for getting the answer. We prize our rationality, in this area as others,
and our objectivity when we follow the argument wherever it leads. We also
recognize that moral truth is often ‘mind-independent’. Our thinking something
is right or wrong does not make it so. Our responses have to answer to the moral
truth. They do not create it.

All these thoughts and activities make up what we can call the realist surface
of everyday moralizing. They seem to suggest that we take ourselves to be be-
holden to a moral reality, which we are attempting to represent correctly.

It can be held, and was held by John Mackie, that this realist surface of our
moralizing shows that we are in the grip of a myth or error. Mackie thought that
these features demonstrate our allegiance to the Moorean picture: a real normative
order and mysterious access to it, and of course an equally mysterious interest in
it (Mackie, 1977). But he also thought the Moorean picture was philosophically
indefensible. As a result, our ordinary moralizing is predicated upon a false picture
of the universe and what it contains. It is as erroneous as the picture of ethics as
concerned with the commandments of God (if you believe in a particular God,
substitute that it is as erroneous as the picture of ethics as concerned with the
commandments of a different God). Since there is no God, or not that one, you
cannot have that metaphysics, and since there is no Moorean reality, you cannot
have that either. But that means rejecting the “fictitious external authority’ that is
claimed for moral truth by ordinary moralizing.

Or at least, it seems to require doing that. But, perhaps wisely, Mackie faltered
at drawing this consequence from his error theory. He recognized that some kind
of practical discourse was going to take place. If it was not full-scale moralizing,
it would have to be something without the realistic surface. It would be more
overtly prescriptive and persuasive. So the idea becomes that expressivism is as
good as it gets. It doesn’t give us an account of our full-scale practice of moral-
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izing. But it gives us a handy substitute, rejecting only those aspects of our practice
and thought that are indefensible anyhow.

This in turn raises the question of how much escapes the wreck. If ordinary
moralizing with its realist surface is indefensible, what does the defensible substi-
tute look like, and how is it different? Perhaps it would look very different. For
example, it might deal only in overt prescriptions like the Ten Commandments:
thou shalt do this, thou shalt not do that. Or it might confine itself to overt
expressions of being for something (Hooray!) or against it (Boo!). Such simple
language would have no room for expressing thoughts of fallibility, or mistake,
or improvement, or getting things right, nor any other thoughts that essentially
involve some idea of moral truth or falsity.

But perhaps the defensible substitute would not look nearly as different as
this, or even very different at all. This opens the door to the persona christened
the “quasi-realist” (Blackburn, 1984, p. 171). Quasi-realism was explained as trying
to earn, on an expressivist basis, the features that tempt people to realism. In
other words, it suggests that the realistic surface of the discourse does not have
to be jettisoned. It can be explained and defended even by expressivists. Perhaps
surprisingly, thoughts about fallibility, objectivity, independence, knowledge, and
rationality, as well as truth and falsity themselves, would be available even to
people thinking of themselves as antirealists.

Quasi-realism is different from expressivism itself. As we have just seen, John
Mackie was an expressivist but not a quasi-realist. And one might hold that the
program of reconciling the realistic surface with the expressivist account is suc-
cessful, but have other reasons for rejecting the expressivist account. But to the
extent that quasi realism is successful, the doubts arising from the realistic surface
of moralizing disappear. So quasi-realism is well seen as the attempt to save
expressivism from error theory. It attempts to show that ordinary moral thought
is not infected root and branch with philosophical myth.

Quasi-realism works to explain why things that steer philosophers toward
realism need not do so. Suppose, for example, a realist trumpets the mind-
independence of ethics. A person or a culture may think something right without
that making it right. Denying women the vote is wrong, whatever your or I or
anyone else thinks. Can an expressivist say as much? This is to be assessed in the
standard way, of imagining scenarios or possible worlds in which you or I or
others think that women should not have a vote, and passing a verdict on them.
Naturally, these scenarios or possibilities excite condemnation, and so the answer
is that denying women the vote is wrong, whatever you or I or anyone else thinks
about it. In giving that answer one is, of course, standing within one’s own moral
view. One is assessing the scenario in the light of things one thinks and feels about
such matters. But that is no objection, since there is no other mode of assessment
possible. One cannot pass a verdict without using those parts of one’s mind that
enable one to pass a verdict.
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Again, consider the idea that on some moral matter we may not know the
truth. For example, imagine us wondering what to think about someone’s con-
duct. Was he selfish and despicable, or prudently protecting himself in an unfor-
tunate situation? Things are factored in; the matter is turned in different lights;
things we do not know about may be suggested. Any verdict may be provisional
and liable to reassessment in the light of further information, or a more imagi-
native understanding of information we already have. We may incline one way,
but admit that we do not really know, just because we have a lively awareness of
further evidence, further factors, possible improvements in our understanding of
what happened or our reactions to what we know happened. Such things might
dispose us to incline a different way. Again, the phenomenon seems entirely con-
sistent with, and indeed explicable by, the expressivist.

For a final example, consider the idea that on any moral issue, there is just
one right answer. Rather than seeing this as a metaphysical thesis, testifying to
the completeness of Moore’s world of Norms and Forms, the quasi-realist will
encourage a pragmatic or practical construal. The doctrine can be seen as a stren-
uous piece of practical advice: when there are still two things to think, keep on
worrying. Beaver away, and eventually, it is promised, one opinion will deserve
to prevail. This is itself the expression of an attitude to practical reasoning (and
by no means a compulsory one). Accepting such an attitude is not, however, the
badge of realism, but simply the optimism that our best efforts can, in the end,
close any issue, provided we keep at it long enough.

4. THE FREGE-GEACH ARGUMENT

In his essay “Assertion” (1965), Peter Geach picked up a problem from Frege and
applied it to expressivism. The expressivist tells us what happens when a sentence
is asserted. “Lying is wrong” expresses condemnation of lying. But what of the
sentence “If lying is wrong, then getting your little brother to lie is wrong”? Here
the sentence “lying is wrong” occurs, but no condemnation of lying is made.

This does not sound too daunting. It sounds at first blush as if there is simply
a gap in expressivism, and a little further work to do. But Geach sharpened his
point by considering elementary valid arguments such as the following.

(A) Lying is wrong.
(B) If lying is wrong, then getting your little brother to lie is wrong.
So: (C) Getting your little brother to lie is wrong.
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The expressivist says that (A) expresses an attitude to lying. But no attitude to
lying is expressed by (B). So how can the two provide the premises for the valid
deduction to (C)? The inference is clearly valid, yet the expressivist seems to say
that there is a fallacy of equivocation.

Geach claimed that he had shown expressivism to be “hopeless,” and in par-
ticular insisted that his argument refuted the prescriptive theory of R. M. Hare.
But Hare (1970) pointed out that a parallel “equivocation” seems to affect most
other semantic views. Consider an entirely nonevaluative instance of modus po-
nens:

(A" The cat is on the mat.
(B If the cat is on the mat, the dog will shortly attack it.
So (C') The dog will shortly attack it.

Here (A'") is usually described as expressing a belief or an assertion. But the same
sentence as it occurs in (B') expresses no belief or assertion. So equally there
seems to be ground for the charge of equivocation. In classical or Fregean se-
mantics, this is met by the distinguishing between the force with which a sentence
is put forward and its sense. The sense is the thought it expresses, and thoughts
can be put forward either assertively or not. So the force shifts, from (A') to (B'),
but the identity of content remains, and is sufficient to ensure the validity of the
argument. But then, in a parallel way, Hare pointed out that the attitude expressed
in (A) remains “in the offing” in (B), and just as the classical notion of sense or
‘thought’ is postulated to provide something in common to occasions of assertion
like (A) and others such as (B), so a notion of attitude or stance should be able
to cover the same shift. Hare’s point was later reinforced by Gibbard (1992a), who
pointed out that any logically complex or indirect context marks an upgrade from
simple signaling. Any sentence, considered as asserted, is something like an animal
signal. But there is just the same problem of understanding the complexity that
arrives when we move from simple signals to complex representations that are
capable of negation, or of being elements of disjunctions or implications. This is
a common problem for everyone, expressivist or not (Gibbard, 1992b).

In his Spreading the Word (1984), Blackburn started from Frege’s own seman-
tics, according to which in indirect contexts such as (B) or (B') the sense of a
component sentence itself becomes the reference of the overall sentence. The
proposition or thought that is ordinarily asserted by the component itself becomes
the topic of the complex. So we should be able to view the conditional (B) as
itself expressing something about the interplay of two first-order attitudes, in this
case the disapproval of lying and the disapproval of getting your little brother to
do it for you. In effect, the conditional voices a disapproval of any moral system,
or sensibility, that contains the first but not the second. Coupled with premise
(A), construed as voicing disapproval of lying, a sensibility must then contain the
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second, on pain of being so badly ‘fractured’ that one would not know what to
make of the overall combination. The vice seemed sufficiently parallel to classical
inconsistency to deliver a satisfactory expressivist theory of the inference, since
logically valid inference and avoidance of logical inconsistency are generally re-
garded as coming to the same thing.

This idea of a fractured sensibility puzzled many critics, who argued that it
would at worst deserve to be regarded as some kind of moral fault (Brighouse,
1990; Hale, 1986; Hurley, 1989; Schueler, 1988; Wright, 1988; Zangwill, 1992). In
response to early critics, Blackburn (1988) modified the theory. Drawing on con-
ceptual role semantics (Harman, 1974), he proposed to view the interplay between
the two component attitudes in a different light. In conceptual role semantics,
the conditional (B) is given its meaning simply by its role in forcing (A) to (C)
(or not-C to not-A). Anyone voicing the conditional is announcing himself as
‘tied to a tree’, a situation in which if one side is closed off, the other must be
adopted. This tie can be construed the same way whichever is the ‘direction of
fit’ of the components. That is, it should not matter whether the limbs of the tree
express attitudes or beliefs with truth conditions. The higher-order attitudes to
attitudes of Blackburn (1984) remain in place only as motivations or justifications
for conditionals, while it is their inferential role that gives their meaning. The
proposal has continued to be controversial (Hale, 1993, 2002; Kolbel, 2002; Unwin,
2001; Wedgwood, 1997; responses include Blackburn, 1993, 2002).

Gibbard (1990) provided an elegant related semantical development of ex-
pressivism. In Gibbard’s accounts, norms are treated rather like prescriptions.
Accepting a normative directive is treated as basic and is assimilated to having a
plan rather than having a belief. But only a limited number of statements express
such acceptance directly. Others are explained by their inferential relations to this
basic kind of state. The semantics proceeds by generalizing the classical view of
inconsistency. What is especially wrong with an inconsistent set of statements is
that it rules out all full possibilities. In the factual realm, this means ruling out
all possible worlds. When we include plans as well as factual statements, incon-
sistency is generalized: what is wrong with an inconsistent set of statements-plus-
norms is that it rules out every ‘factual normative world’. Its special defect, in
other words, is that it logically rules out every combination of plans with facts.

There are currently (2003) at least four influential approaches to the nature of
ethics that dissent either from expressivism itself or from the combination
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of expressivism and quasi-realism. The first has derived from the work of writers
such as Philippa Foot and pursues a generally Aristotelian tradition. The second
derives from Thomas Nagel and John Rawls and pursues a Kantian, or Kantian-
contractarian, tradition. The third is a resurgent ‘naturalism’, protected by various
subtleties that might blunt the force of Moore’s attack on what he saw as
nineteenth-century ethical naturalism. The fourth, fictionalism, is a descendant
of John Mackie’s error theory and pursues the view that in moralizing we endorse
certain kind of fiction.

Although the details differ, a common theme of the first three approaches is
that the attitudes and stances highlighted by expressivists are themselves not ‘mere’
states of will or desire but are either motivated, or sustained, or confined and
given their shape by some combination of reason and nature. But it has to be
noticed at the outset that this is not itself a claim that expressivism needs to deny.
Hume himself made no sweeping claims about the difference between his ap-
proach to ethics and that of Aristotle, and both he and subsequent expressivists
are usually quite hospitable to the idea that what we can naturally admire or
desire is heavily constrained by common elements of human nature, thereby mak-
ing contact with large parts of Aristotle. Hume never suggests that we ‘choose’
our values in some kind of existentialist lunge, nor that we can just choose to
cultivate whatever virtues we like. Hume’s emphasis on a progress of the senti-
ments, as we mature and become experienced and imaginative in our reactions
to things, is close to Aristotle’s emphasis on the education and acculturation
required of the person of practical wisdom.

Modern Aristotelian theories have further elements that are quite compatible
with expressivism. For example, expressivists may adopt ‘virtue ethics’, in which
the primary objects of evaluation are dispositions or traits of character that con-
stitute virtues or vices, rather than acts or ‘states of affairs’. Once more, Hume
himself shows a lot of sympathy with this priority, although he also sympathizes
with the view that there is an answer to the question of how any particular trait
gets characterized as a virtue, namely that it is “useful or agreeable to ourselves
or others.” But the question of whether this is a necessary or useful measure of
virtue is orthogonal to expressivism, for it hinges on one’s attitude to this degree
of utilitarianism, and an expressivist may go either way on that.

If there is an opposition from Aristotelianism, it may lie in the view that there
is no ‘disentangling’ of fact from value. Taking a hint from Wittgenstein’s rule-
following considerations, John McDowell and others have supposed that ‘thick’
ethical terms, like “courageous” or “sympathetic” or “coarse” or “lewd,” blend
together fact and value in a seamless whole. To apply such terms is not first to
get the facts and then to express an attitude to them, but to make an application,
in one mental act, of a concept or rule that has been taught in some circum-
stances, and that, because of our common human natures, we are apt to go on
and apply in the same new circumstances as each other.
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The expressivist diagnoses the phenomenon differently. There is an attitude
involved in the typical use of such terms, and the attitude conspires with judgment
to drive the application. You do not call it courageous unless you approve of it
for a certain reason, namely, that it involved some suppression of fear or capacity
to overcome difficulty that would put others off. You do not call it lewd unless
you want to express a rather complex reaction, or at least one of a possible range
of complex reactions, to it as a display of sexual awareness. With a change in
attitude would come a change in the application of the term, and with a sufficient
change in attitude, the term may lose its identity altogether.

In practice, the Wittgensteinian approach and expressivism are not all that
different. Each allows that morality requires a progress of the sentiments, that
some are better at it than others, that there are mistakes and failures. Fach, too,
allows the motivating aspect of moral judgment. The expressivist does so directly,
as I have shown, while the Wittgensteinian approach will assert that proper ap-
preciation of someone’s courage or lewdness both requires and engages potentially
motivating sentiments of admiration or revulsion. Each approach allows talk of
truth. The difference is not so much one of ethical theory, but one of an attitude
to the possibilities of philosophy. The expressivist thinks that certain kinds of
explanation of what we are doing are possible, for instance, in terms that contrast
moral judgment with other kinds of representation of the way of the world. The
Wittgensteinian is suspicious of the pretensions of philosophy and the possibility
of theory. In Gareth Evans’s phrase, the rule-following considerations act as a
“metaphysical wet-blanket.”

The rationalism of Kant is often opposed to expressivism, but once more the
battlefield is confused. Kant is not concerned to deny that moral principles are
expressions of resolutions or ‘maxims’ of the will. He is only concerned that some
of them should be certified as binding by ‘pure practical reason’. It is notoriously
unclear what this means, but in principle it sounds like the consistent conjunction
of expressivism with something akin to the injunction to avoid self-contradiction
in theoretical reasonings. In other words, it is quite consistent to add to expres-
sivism the thought that certain kinds of conduct, and especially conduct along
the lines of ‘making an exception of yourself’ can be ruled out by reason alone.
Indeed, Hume may be said to anticipate part of Kant by insisting that practical
reasonings that deserve to be called ethical or moral need to be conducted from
a “common point of view.” This also makes him an ancestor of modern contrac-
tarian positions, even if these overtly owe their allegiance to Kant. R. M. Hare
(1952) is an example of the view that ethics is a matter of issuing prescriptions—
that nevertheless takes the form these prescriptions may take to be heavily con-
strained by Kantian considerations.

Naturalism is a broad church, and expressivism itself aspires to being a nat-
uralistic story about human propensities to evaluate and forbid and require things.
A rather different kind of naturalism works in terms of moral properties, which
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it then seeks to identify with ‘natural’ properties, meaning roughly those that
could be the subject matter of a science: empirical or theoretical properties of
people and things. A moral commitment, on this view, asserts the instancing of
a property, just like an empirical or scientific commitment, whereas for the ex-
pressivist this is not so. However, expressivism’s objection to an approach in terms
of property identity does not rest with simple bald denial that as we evaluate or
forbid we claim the instancing of properties, natural or otherwise. Rather, the
expressivist will worry whether something has been left out. What seems absent
from the property—identity theory is a description of what is different about peo-
ple who accept the identity and people who do not. Thus if one person claims
that goodness is happiness, and another, like Martin Luther, claims that goodness
lies in suffering, the expressivist has a story about the difference between them.
One approves of or admires happiness, and the other approves of or admires
suffering. It is natural to say that their difference lies in their different take or
perspective on the properties in question. But that difference in turn is just the
difference in attitude that the expressivist highlights. The difference is not purely
‘theoretical’. If we find against Luther, as we surely should do, we will find him
horrifying or dangerous, not because he has made a theoretical mistake, akin to
thinking that gold is a compound or that water is a carbohydrate, but because he
is motivated to encourage or rejoice in suffering.

A final contested topic is the relationship between expressivism and quasi-
realism on the one hand and doctrines known as deflationism or minimalism in
the theory of truth on the other. On the one hand, a minimal theory of truth
seems to bring aid and comfort to the quasi-realist. It means that there are no
thoughts about truth that lie beyond his grasp. If a would-be realist announces
that he believes that moral opinions can be true, or strictly and literally true, or
really true, the expressivist can readily agree. He will have examples of moral
opinions he holds—kicking blind beggars is bad; denying votes to women is
wrong—and he can say that these are true because, for minimalism, this does no
more than express the same attitude again. He can say that they are strictly and
literally true, since for minimalism this goes no further. Minimalism denies that
some true assertions ‘literally’ correspond with the world, while other true asser-
tions only manage something less.

On the other hand, if minimalism takes everything, then there may be no
vocabulary left in which to say what is distinctive about expressivism. Originally,
as we saw, expressivism was a flight from supposing that ethics represents things
as being one way or another, since the way it represents things as being would
have to be thought of in terms of Moore’s other world. But if ‘represents’ goes
minimal, then there is no harm, no ‘metaphysical inflation’, in describing ethics
as representational. “X is good” represents X as being good, just as “X is red”
represents X as being red. To counter this threat, the expressivist has to deny that
minimalism applies across the board. The line will have to be that whatever we
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say about truth, there are things to say about the use of predicates and sentences
that are sufficient to make the direction-of-fit metaphor appropriate. And once
that is appropriate, the expressivist can deploy it, as we have seen, to motivate
the attempt to place ethics on the directive side rather than the representational
side.
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CHAPTER 6

PHILIP KITCHER

1. THREE PROGRAMS

SiNcE the late nineteenth century, the relation between biology and ethics has
been an alluring swamp in which any number of scholars have floundered. In
what follows, I'll attempt to lay some duckboards across treacherous terrain. It is
eminently possible, however, that this essay will extend the list of failed explora-
tions.

Some uses of biology within moral theory are surely uncontroversial. Discov-
eries about hitherto unknown sensitivity to pain, whether in human beings or in
other animals, would generate new consequences for any position committed to
the avoidance of pain. Evidently biological findings can combine with moral
premises to yield new moral conclusions. What has been much more tantalizing
is the thought that advances in our knowledge of the living world, specifically of
ourselves, could lend support to basic moral principles and perhaps even lead us
to appreciate novel basic principles.

As every beginning student learns, Hume gave us a talisman for resisting that
thought. In its rough version, it cautions against deriving statements containing
“ought” from statements bereft of any such normative language. Counterexamples
to the rough version are well known (see Prior, 1949). One class, not widely
represented in the literature, focuses on the relaxation of obligations: if it’s part
of the logic of “ought” that “X ought to A” implies “X can A,” then the factual
discovery that A is beyond X’s powers implies that it is not the case that X ought
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to A. Defenders of Hume will respond, quite reasonably, that this (like the other
famous counterexamples) misses the point. For Hume was concerned with positive
action-guiding principles, and nobody has shown how to derive one of these from
factual claims—or even how to offer a cogent nondeductive argument that will
lead from factual premises to positive action-guiding principles.

In the wake of Darwin’s great biological achievement, many enthusiasts have
supposed that they could parlay evolutionary understanding into ethical innova-
tion. When naysayers greet their proposals by citing Hume, would-be Darwinian
moralists reply that the “naturalistic fallacy isn’t as much of a fallacy as it’s cracked
up to be” (Wilson, 1979, 68). To settle the issue, one needs to go beyond these
blunt charges and countercharges. A more appropriate use of Hume’s insight is
to follow the Darwinian moralizing with the careful attention to the forms of
sentences that excited Hume’s recorded puzzlement.! Consider recent suggestions
that our knowledge of the molecular basis of heredity supplies us with a funda-
mental ethical imperative (to ensure the continued reproduction of human DNA)
or that the history of selection against mating with close relatives supports a moral
ban on incest.? It’s surely pertinent to ask how the factual premises are supposed
to be linked to the normative conclusions. The weakness of the connections can
be exposed by considering possible situations in which any continued human
reproduction would involve unacceptable coercion (imagine a tiny population in
the wake of a nuclear holocaust) or in which the only possibilities for expressing
sexual love required breaches of the incest ban and in which there were neither
dangers of severely afflicted offspring nor the exploitation that is typical of actual
incest (imagine an idealized development of the first act of Die Walkiire).?

If all ventures in relating biology to ethics were either as trivial as my example
of applying new knowledge to existing moral principles or as crude as the projects
just considered, there would be little more to say. But there are three other pro-
grams that are significantly more interesting and sophisticated. Instead of trying
to use biology to generate substantive moral principles, these ventures endeavor
to explain the meaning of central moral terms by drawing on biological insights.
All of them try to connect our contemporary biological understanding to major
themes in the history of moral philosophy, although they celebrate different he-
roes.

One project aims to revive central notions from Aristotelian ethics. Thomas
Hurka, for example, has suggested that we can view moral imperatives as directing
us to develop our nature and that this is to be elaborated by unfolding the human
essence (1993). Philippa Foot asks: “Why . .. does it seem so monstrous a sugges-
tion that the evaluation of the human will should be determined by facts about
the nature of human beings and the life of our own species?”* She tries to dispel
the illusion that this is “monstrous” by delineating an account of ‘good’ as a
functional term, and arguing that moral principles articulate the kinds of human
goodness. Both of these accounts, while often original and insightful, founder, I
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believe, because of the failure to take the details of current biological understand-
ing sufficiently seriously. Hurka doesn’t appreciate the extent to which contem-
porary evolutionary biology undermines his appeal to essences, while Foot ex-
plicitly adopts a pre-Darwinian conception of function that either offers no way
of connecting her moral conclusions to biological facts or else does so only be-
cause the conception already tacitly presupposes certain moral ends and values.’
Later in this essay, I'll try to demonstrate how some ideas from the neo-
Aristotelian program can be developed in terms of a more thorough engagement
with biology.

The second and third programs both try to rearticulate the ideas of more
recent thinkers. It’s a striking fact about modern moral and political philosophy
that it so often appeals to speculative stories about the origins of human social
behavior. Indeed, one way to sympathize with the simple sociobiological ap-
proaches I glanced at earlier is to imagine a biologically informed person reading
Hobbes, or Hume, or Rousseau: our imagined reader thinks “This is all un-
grounded conjecture—but now we know something about human origins, so we
can redo the project in light of our knowledge.” If the reader doesn’t have a clear
understanding of what “the project” is, then the likely outcome will be the simple
substitution of evolutionary stories (not always very well grounded ones, at that)
for historical moral speculation, and the upshot will be sociobiological disaster.
That doesn’t mean, however, that more careful readers can’t do better.

For most such readers, Hume is particularly relevant. His emphasis on our
natural fellow-feeling resonates with a prominent strain in contemporary evolu-
tionary theorizing, the attempts to explain the origin and maintenance of dis-
positions to cooperation. Ironically, the same philosopher who is wheeled out to
guard the moral highway against intrusions from marauding Darwinians also
serves as a source of inspiration to those who want to take a less direct route.

The second and third programs I have differentiated are distinguished by the
places where they begin. One starts from considerations in contemporary moral
philosophy and invokes parts of biology to elaborate those considerations. Thus
Simon Blackburn updates many of Hume’s central themes by using ideas from
studies of the evolution of cooperation.® Allan Gibbard (1990) takes noncognitiv-
ism as his point of departure, appealing to studies in behavioral biology to provide
an intricate account of the origins and development of our reactive emotions and
attitudes. In both instances, it seems to me that the moral philosophy comes first,
and the biological materials enter as they are taken to be relevant.

By contrast, the third program begins from a more systematic survey of those
biological findings that might be brought to bear on the kinds of issues raised by
Hume (among others). Thus Elliott Sober (in collaboration with the biologist
David Sloan Wilson) is concerned to understand the evolution of altruism, and
to evaluate the Humean suggestion that we have propensities to fellow-feeling
(Sober and Wilson, 1998). Brian Skyrms (1996) considers a wider variety of atti-
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tudes and behavior, using the perspective of evolutionary game theory to illu-
minate forms of human cooperation.” Although themes from the history of moral
philosophy are used to focus the investigation, there’s a clear sense in both these
works that the biological details should come first and that the moral chips will
fall where they may.

It’s worth asking just what work the appeals to biology are doing in these
latter two programs. An unkind response to the Blackburn-Gibbard approach
would be to suppose that bits and pieces of biology are serving as window dressing
for ventures in moral philosophy that could be carried on without them. Similarly,
one might commend Sober and Skyrms for offering us evolutionary explanations
of the origin and maintenance of aspects of human behavior and society, without
supposing that their conclusions had any relevance to moral philosophy.® In the
next two sections, I will offer my own version of the third program as a prelude
to making as clear as possible the implications of the biological findings. I'll then
return to the philosophical work I’ve briefly considered here, and to the nagging
worry that, in this area, the price of avoiding fallacies is philosophical irrelevance.’

2. BIOLOGICAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL
ALTRUISM

In the past decades, evolutionary theorists have solved a longstanding problem,
the problem of biological altruism. As the behavioral biologist defines the term,
an organism A acts altruistically toward another organism B just in case A’s action
increases B’s reproductive success while diminishing A’s own reproductive success.
It’s important to emphasize that biological altruism is quite different from our
ordinary conception (the one that is pertinent to morality). For biological altruism
has nothing whatsoever to do with the intentions of the agent, and organisms
incapable of having intentions (plants, for example) can be altruistic in the bio-
logical sense. The concept is important precisely because the existence of biological
altruism is, from a Darwinian perspective, profoundly puzzling. Organisms that
raise the reproductive success of others at reproductive cost to themselves would
appear to be doomed in the struggle for existence. Yet the natural world offers
abundant instances of organisms who appear to behave in a biologically altruistic
way—birds who give alarm calls in the presence of predators, primates who form
alliances with others in situations that place them in danger, to cite just two
celebrated examples. Thus there arises the general question: How is biological
altruism possible?
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The standard answer to the question divides the cases into two main types.
Consider first examples in which the beneficiary is a close relative of the altruist.
If we suppose that the altruistic disposition has a genetic basis, then the first
Darwinian thought is that the underlying alleles (the forms of the pertinent genes)
are likely to decrease in frequency in the population because the altruist has a
smaller expected number of offspring. But, as W. D. Hamilton saw clearly, the
lost representation through progeny might be made up for by a considerably
increased number of allele copies in the offspring of the beneficiary—-close rela-
tives are likely to share copies of the alleles in question.!® If you decrease your
own reproductive success by one child, while increasing your sibling’s reproduc-
tive success by four, then, since your sibling has a chance of 0.5 of carrying the
‘altruistic allele’, the expected representation of that allele in the next generation
goes up."

What about cases in which the beneficiary isn’t a close relative? Here the
favored strategy has been to appeal to reciprocal altruism. Imagine that organisms
interact with one another on a repeated basis. If one acts today to incur a small
reproductive loss that provides a large reproductive gain for the beneficiary, and
if the favor is returned tomorrow, then both gain. Although the idea was originally
introduced by Robert Trivers (1971), the contemporary version develops ideas of
Robert Axelrod and William Hamilton (1981; see Axelrod, 1984).

We start from the idea of a standard prisoner’s dilemma. In this game, two
players interact. If both cooperate, then they both receive the same relatively good
outcome. If one cooperates and the other defects, then the cooperator gets the
worst outcome and the defector receives an outcome that is slightly better than
the reward for mutual cooperation. If both defect, then both receive an outcome
that is a bit better than the worst outcome but considerably worse than the
outcomes received for mutual cooperation. If the game is just played once, it’s
not hard to see that defecting is a dominant strategy—you do better to defect no
matter what the other player does. Axelrod and Hamilton consider a scenario in
which organisms from a population are paired at random and then interact,
receiving the payoffs for a standard prisoner’s dilemma. The interactions between
the pair are repeated an indefinite number of times (in other words, there’s a very
high probability that each time you play the game, you will then go on to play it
with the same player again; sooner or later, though, the sequence will terminate).'?
Then the organisms return to the original population, and new pairings are drawn;
the sequence of interactions is repeated. The process continues through many
rounds. At the end, we look to see which strategies for playing the repeated
prisoner’s dilemma have received the largest payoffs (construed as measured in
units of reproductive success—to a first approximation, the number of offspring
an organism leaves). On the basis of computer simulations and mathematical
analyses, Axelrod and Hamilton concluded that a particular cooperative strategy—
tit for tat (TFT)—would be favored in this selective regime. In their terminology,
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TFT is nice (it starts by cooperating), provokable (it responds to defection by
defecting on the next round), and forgiving (it returns to cooperating once the
partner has again once cooperated). So we have an explanation of how biological
altruism toward nonrelatives (specifically following the strategy TFT) can be main-
tained under natural selection (accounting for the origination of TFT under nat-
ural selection is rather more tricky).

The theoretical results I've outlined solve the puzzle I began with, for recall
that that puzzle was to explain the possibility of biological altruism in a Darwinian
world.”® But there’s another interesting question I might have asked: How is hu-
man altruism evolutionarily possible? One way of seeing that this issue hasn’t yet
been resolved is to recognize that accounts of biological altruism don’t bear on
the evolution of psychological altruism, the concept with which we’re normally
concerned. But there’s a more subtle point. We may not even have accounted for
the evolution of biological altruism in the past history of our own species. Any
how-possibly explanation proceeds by supposing that certain conditions obtain,
and if we have reasons to think that those conditions are highly unlikely, then
the puzzle at which the explanation was directed stands. Consider, from this
perspective, altruistic behavior toward nonrelatives, which we might take to have
emerged in our hominid or primate past. If we’re to apply the standard Trivers-
Axelrod-Hamilton account to understand this form of behavior, then we have to
assume that there was some pairing device that operated on populations of our
ancestors, forcing them to play indefinitely repeated prisoner’s dilemma in the
way envisaged. That assumption looks highly implausible. But if the conditions
of the how-possibly explanation don’t obtain, then we have no explanation at all.

There are ways of trying to do better. For example, one can suppose that our
ancestors formed a loose population in which there were frequent opportunities
for cooperating with one another on important tasks or for tackling the tasks
alone. Given superficially plausible assumptions, one can show that this regime
allows for the evolution of biologically altruistic behavior.!* Unfortunately, it
doesn’t probe the conditions for primate sociality deeply enough. When one turns
to the details of social interactions among our evolutionary relatives, it’s very hard
to envisage that the selection pressures were sufficiently strong to shape altruistic
dispositions toward nonrelatives. (The benefits from cooperative hunting, for ex-
ample, don’t seem to be large enough; nor do the gains from social grooming
appear to be anywhere near large enough to justify the amount of time invested
in it.) It also becomes apparent that the actual forms of behavior found among
higher primates don’t match the strategies recommended by the theory. (We find
nothing like tit for tat or discrimination against organisms who don’t cooperate.)
Finally, there’s a more straightforward difficulty. The scenario envisages some
group of our ancestors forming a loose population—that is, being sufficiently able
to tolerate one another’s presence to be in the same geographical region at the
same time. Noninterference with others, especially under conditions of scarcity,
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represents a more primitive form of altruism toward nonrelatives, one whose
presence must be explained by a deeper analysis.

We can gain clues to the needed analysis by considering the diversity of social
relations among our close evolutionary relatives. Gibbons form small family units,
each defending a territory; orangutans are relatively solitary, the largest stable
groups typically consisting of a female and one or two young; gorillas assort into
small groups, usually with a single mature male and a few females and juveniles;
only among chimpanzees and bonobos do we regularly find societies that contain
adults of both sexes. The available evidence indicates that our hominid ancestors
lived in something like the chimp-bonobo pattern. The biological puzzle, then, is
to understand why this particular mode of altruism and competition emerged.

The primatologist Richard Wrangham has proposed (1979) that the differences
in social structures can be seen as the result of different female foraging strategies
that impose constraints on male behavior. I generalize Wrangham’s account by
considering an abstract problem, the coalition game. Suppose we have a population
of organisms of various degrees of strength, competing for scarce resources; under
these conditions, weak organisms with a disposition to form coalitions can sur-
vive; if all organisms in the population pass through a stage in which they are
relatively weak, the propensity to coalition-formation is likely to become preva-
lent. More exactly, one can show, under a wide variety of mathematical devel-
opments of the scenario, that coalitions will form, that the coalition-forming
progress will escalate, that as larger coalitions form, rewards will be determined
by subcoalitional structure, and that the process of escalation will eventually ter-
minate.'> In short, the coalition game reveals the patterns of associative behavior
we find in chimpanzees and bonobos. I suggest that it forms the basis for richer
cooperative ventures, and that such ventures should be understood against the
background of the requirements of maintaining one’s place within coalitions and
subcoalitions.!* To a first approximation, altruistic behavior emerged in our an-
cestral lineage as a result of the selection for coalition-forming propensities that
gave rise to opportunities for optional games, both stages mediated, of course, by
considerations of relatedness and kin selection.

None of this would be of any particular relevance to moral philosophy unless
it took us beyond the bare notion of biological altruism. I claim that it helps us
to understand the existence, and limits, of a richer kind of altruism. Psychological
altruism, I suggest, consists in a tendency to adjust one’s desires, plans, and in-
tentions in light of one’s assessment of the desires, plans, and intentions of others,
the adjustment consisting in bringing one’s own attitudes closer to those attributed
to the others (closer in the sense that the altruist comes to have wants, plans, and
intentions with a content that is favorable to the other’s achieving or fulfilling his
wants, plans, and intentions);'” the adjustment must be explained by the percep-
tion of the others’ attitudes, and that explanation must not involve any expecta-
tion that the adjusted attitudes will prove instrumentally effective in realizing one’s
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unadjusted goals.!® Skepticism about altruism thrives, of course, in supposing that
such expectations are lurking in the background, whether or not people are con-
scious of them. Hence the tendency to suppose that ascriptions of altruism rep-
resent a kind of softheaded sentimentality.

Careful observation of nonhuman primates supplies a number of instances
in which the animals seem to be adjusting their actions (and their intentions) to
their perceptions of the needs of others, and where there’s no serious chance of
obtaining a future benefit. The clearest cases are those in which an animal goes
out of its way to aid another, even though the other is weak and incapable of any
reciprocation and even though the action is unobserved by conspecifics (see De
Waal, 1996; Goodall, 1986). Faced with such examples, the skeptic can only insist
that there must be an underlying calculation of self-interest, because natural se-
lection would have favored dispositions always to calculate one’s own payoffs,
even if the calculation has gone mysteriously awry on the present occasion. But
that rejoinder evaporates once we have a clear view of the evolutionary origins
of sociality (the preconditions for adjustment of behavior to others). One of the
important features of the coalition game is that attempts to calculate good strat-
egies for playing it are hopeless. A blind disposition to empathize with others
would do just as well as (maybe better than) a process of estimating future ben-
efits."” Skeptics offer highly implausible accounts of examples of apparent altruism
because they suppose that evolution “must have” produced different proximate
mechanisms—but their evolutionary expectations are ill founded. They think, for
example, the natural selection would have placed a premium on an ability to
perform Machiavellian calculations, and to manipulate others to one’s own selfish
ends.

We thus arrive at a Humean conclusion. Human beings, like chimpanzees
and bonobos, have dispositions to respond to the perceived needs and wants of
others, capacities for fellow-feeling, and it’s possible that these dispositions/ca-
pacities are the psychological basis of the form of association that our hominid
ancestors shared with our evolutionary cousins. So far this is only a small step
along the path from biology to ethics. I'll now try to show how we can go further.

3. AN EVOLVED CAPACITY FOR
NORMATIVE GUIDANCE

Hume claimed that our capacity for fellow-feeling was limited. Primatology pro-
vides a basis for endorsing his conclusion. Let’s start with a dramatic example.
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During the 1970s and 1980s, researchers spent the daylight hours observing
the behavior of a colony of chimpanzees in Arnhem, Holland. They duly recorded
patterns of association, alliances that enabled animals to obtain outcomes they
wanted. For some years, two males had supported one another in this way until
the two, in concert, dethroned the male who had previously been dominant. At
that point, one of the males forsook his old coalition-partner (friend?), pursuing
a strategy apparently aimed at monopolizing the females of the colony. This action
precipitated a series of intense conflicts, with swiftly changing alliances and pro-
found social instability. In the end, the male who forsook his old alliance was
savagely attacked by the former dominant male and the forsaken friend, and the
attack proved fatal (De Waal, 1984).

This dramatic incident may seem to revive the skeptic’s case, inspiring the
judgment that the male who broke with his ally with the aim of gaining a repro-
ductive monopoly had been calculating all along, using his erstwhile friend as a
means in social negotiation. The verdict seems unwarranted. To say that a primate
calculates on one occasion, when the benefits of a particular action are large and
obvious, is not to say that calculation always goes on. The argument of the pre-
vious section led to the conclusion that a disposition to empathize with others
and to adjust actions to their needs seems to underlie some observed behavior,
and there’s no good evolutionary reason to hypothesize a psychological calculation
that has misfired in the cases at hand. It’s quite compatible with that to suppose
that the disposition is incompletely pervasive, that there are contexts in which it
is overridden by powerful self-directed desires. One way to articulate Hume’s
point is to contend that this is the ancestral hominid condition: we have capacities
for fellow-feeling that enable us to assort in chimp-bonobo-hominid mixed-adult
groups, but those capacities are always vulnerable in situations where social de-
fection would bring an evident reward.

Observers of chimpanzee society know very well that the situation is often
tense. Although smaller coalitions (dyads) are frequently quite stable, social bonds
between allies are ruptured, and after the breach, significant time has to be in-
vested in making peace. Mutual grooming (as well as other gestures of reassur-
ance) is omnipresent in chimpanzee social life, far beyond the extent to which it
is needed for hygienic purposes (removing parasites from the fur), because of the
constant need to repair the social fabric. There seems to be a delicate interplay
of opposing forces—the altruistic dispositions drawing animals to act together
and the selfish disruptions threatening to decompose the social group—and this
interplay is mediated by enormously time-consuming activities of peacemaking.
If, as seems likely, this was our ancestral condition, then neither Hobbes nor
Hume was completely right about the state of nature, although we can concede
to the former the idea of a constant threat of overt conflict and to the latter that
this comes about because of the limitations of our fellow-feeling.>

That is not the way we live now. From the time of recorded history to the
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present, human beings have lived in enormously bigger groups.?! Contemporary
people are able to deal with large numbers of individuals with whom they don’t
interact on a daily basis. We don’t spend hours each day grooming one another,
but we do engage in an extraordinary spectrum of cooperative activities. How
have we managed to do these things?

I offer a conjecture: we evolved a capacity for normative guidance. Our ability
to transcend the limited size and extreme fragility of early hominid social life rests
on a capacity for articulating rules and using those rules to shape our wishes,
plans, and intentions, so that the frequency with which the altruistic tendencies
that underlie cooperation are overridden is diminished. If we envisage the psy-
chological lives of chimpanzees (and early hominids) as a melee in which the
urgings of altruism are countered with the shouts (or whispers?) of selfish desires,
then our ancestors acquired a psychological modification that enabled them to
add a further, possibly a controlling, voice to the hubbub, one whose evolutionary
function was to reinforce those pressures that would preserve the social fabric.
Here I commit myself to a claim about adaptive advantage: hominids with the
tendency to act on the altruistic dispositions would have fared better than those
without. Here I can only gesture at the basis for the advantage; within the frame-
work of a coalitional structure, loyal partners earn a reputation as good coalition-
mates, and this secures them access to advantageous coalitions (and to the sub-
coalitions that influence the distribution of resources).?

The question I have posed concerns how a particular transition in hominid
social life could have happened, and the last paragraph tries to sketch a possibility.
The principal reason for taking the possibility seriously lies in the difficulty of
thinking of serious rivals. But I should note an interesting feature of my conjec-
ture. It’s a familiar fact that societies we tend to think of as living closer to the
conditions of our ancestors’ life have elaborate systems of division into groups—
“elementary structures of kinship”—and that these systems are expressed in rules
enjoining loyalty and revenge. If we suppose that a capacity for normative guid-
ance served the evolutionary function of promoting social cohesion, then we
might expect that the rules shaping individual attitudes would have specified the
conditions under which one is to act with one’s allies, that they would have
corresponded to the sorts of imperatives anthropologists have discerned. If nor-
mative guidance is to serve as a preemptive surrogate for grooming (and other
retroactive peacemaking activities), then it will be important to specify the clan
structure, to announce when you should act with the clan, and to identify the
conditions under which a clan, or subclan, should take revenge on a group within
the broader community.

My conjecture provides a way of linking biology with ethics. Our evolutionary
history made of our early hominid ancestors partially altruistic animals who were
able to engage in a limited kind of society. Some of their descendants—also our
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ancestors—acquired the capacity for normative guidance, and were able to shape
their attitudes by socially shared rules. They invented proto-morality, perhaps little
more than some judgments about who belonged with whom and a few crude
injunctions about loyalty and revenge. Hominid groups could then have trans-
mitted their framework of rules across the generations, sometimes with modifi-
cations and extensions. As groups split, there would have been occasions for
divergent cultural evolution; later, as different societies encountered one another—
sometimes, perhaps, merging—there would have been eclectic mixtures. Across
thousands of years, in distinct cultural lineages, our ancestors may have conducted
a wide variety of “experiments in living.”?® The cultural lineages currently ter-
minate in the systems of morality found in our world. One of them is ours.

We can trace the latter stages of this process of cultural evolution by looking
at the history of religious, legal, and moral ideas from the dawn of written history
to the present. More important, we can use the earliest documents we have to
try to reconstruct what might have occurred in that enormous period for which
no written evidence is available. Early Mesopotamian law codes, versions of myths
(the Gilgamesh epic is a prominent example), and the Egyptian Book of the Dead
contain a scatter of moral precepts and ideals. Reading them, it’s evident that a
primary function of the rules they contain is to bring peace in situations of
potential social conflict—Xkings, lawgivers, and heroes are praised for creating
harmony within their communities. To a modern eye, the piecemeal character of
the rules is quite striking; the fragments of the law codes offer directives about
very specific social situations (the causing of miscarriages to the daughters of
others, the failure to use an orchard one has rented, the joint maintenance of
irrigation systems). But what we have, of course, is a tiny sample of the tablets
that once existed, and even those that are most complete (for example those
recording the code of Hammurabi) are plainly intended to offer extensions and
amendments to an existing system of social rules. The picture we obtain shows
how societies that have achieved unprecedentedly high concentrations of popu-
lation are encountering novel sources of social conflict and how they are modi-
fying their traditional norms to cope with them.?*

Another striking feature of the fragmentary texts that have been preserved is
the presence of moral themes we might have taken to be inventions of later gen-
erations. Nietzsche famously argued that the injunction to forgive your enemies
was a Judeo-Christian subversion of an older “heroic” morality, but the idea is
already present in Mesopotamian and Egyptian texts.?® So, of course, is the lex
talionis, often in forms that exact strict reciprocity (for example, someone who
kills the daughter of another Babylonian “seigneur” is punished through the
death of one of his own daughters). Further in these texts, as in many unrelated
traditions, the rules for proper conduct are backed by a sanction that goes be-
yond human punishment. Parts of the moral system are absorbed into a frame-
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work of socially administered law, but deviations are inevitably witnessed by un-
seen beings who can inflict punishment either in this life or the hereafter
(Westermarck, 1912).

The invention of writing comes at least five millennia after the condensa-
tion of human populations into agricultural settlements in the Middle East, and
the evidence of trading suggests that our ancestors had had to formulate rules
for interacting with relative strangers for at least another ten thousand years.
So, at a conservative estimate, the cultural evolution that led from the simple
proto-morality of loyalty and revenge rules to the earliest legal and moral doc-
uments took fifteen thousand years. Given the pace of cultural evolution, it’s
not surprising that even a minute sample of texts should reveal a large propor-
tion of the themes that have dominated moral discussion through recorded his-
tory. I extend my conjecture. During at least fifteen thousand years, different
lineages of our Paleolithic and Neolithic ancestors explored virtually all the sys-
tems of rules and ideals for regulating conduct that have figured in the every-
day conduct of most people (including most contemporary people). Many of
those systems did badly in the cultural competition: the groups that adopted
them were not very good at transmitting their ideas to contemporaries and de-
scendants.”® The systems that survived were absorbed in later moral practices
and figured in the codes that emerge in the Mesopotamian and Egyptian texts.?”
Cultural evolution continued as the central themes are transmitted to the He-
brews and the Greeks. Like the Judeo-Christian tradition, Plato was a footnote
to the history of morality.

There is, of course, an interesting history that leads from the ancient world
to us. That history involves the systematization of specific rules that seem to be
introduced case by case in the ancient traditions. Perhaps most important, it in-
volves an eradication of divisions that we take to be artificial, and the extension
of protections to individuals who are (by our lights) not viewed as fully hu-
man—to barbarians as well as citizens, slaves as well as freemen, the poor as
well as the wealthy, women as well as men. Quite evidently, the precepts that
commend themselves to Enlightenment thinkers and their intellectual heirs are
not those that figure in the code of Hammurabi. The interesting philosophical
question concerns whether their metaphysical and epistemological status can be
understood without recognizing the process from which they have emerged.
There is a pronounced philosophical tendency to believe that we can under-
stand major parts of our practices and views of the world—mathematics, sci-
ence, religion, and morality, for example—simply by analyzing closely the con-
temporary versions. As I'll suggest hereafter, I think this tendency should be
resisted.
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4. A NEw PERSPECTIVE IN METAETHICS

I have told an admittedly speculative story about the genealogy of morality, one
that sees its roots in the evolution of psychological capacities that made social life
possible for us, that claims that a decisive extension of our social possibilities
occurred with the acquisition of an ability to prescribe norms, that sees a long
process of cultural exploration of the norms with which that ability could be filled
out. If telling this story has any philosophical relevance, it will be because it offers
a new perspective in metaethics. Let’s inquire, then, whether central questions
look different in light of my historical perspective.

Can we make sense of moral knowledge? 1t’s no accident, I think, that philos-
ophers most attuned to the biological roots of our moral capacities should have
been drawn toward noncognitivism—to think that the surface forms of moral
judgments deceive us, that we aren’t really uttering straightforward declarative
sentences but expressing emotive reactions (or, if we are uttering declarative sen-
tences, that what we say is, strictly speaking, false).?® If one thinks, for example,
that moral precepts serve the function of coordinating human social behavior,
then neither their introduction nor their refinement will look much like an epi-
sode in which somebody acquires a new piece of knowledge: the kinds of positions
adopted by Blackburn and Gibbard are thus eminently comprehensible. I'll try to
show how my genealogical story sharpens the noncognitivist challenge.

Why do we accept the moral judgments we do? The genealogical story sup-
plies an explanation. Each of us inherits a moral framework from those who
socialize us, and, through our lives, we try to refine and extend that framework,
rooting out inconsistencies and coming to judgments on the basis of psychological
capacities that were initially shaped by our early training. What are the possibilities
for finding moral knowledge here?

One is that most of us are incapable of obtaining moral knowledge by our-
selves. To the extent that we know, it’s because we’ve been taught by others, and
knowledge is ultimately traceable to a few people—religious leaders? great phi-
losopherst—who enjoyed special faculties that the herd don’t possess. But where,
when, and how did their exceptional enlightenment occur? On Mount Sinai? In
Kant’s study? Or in Moore’s rooms in Trinity? For each of the cases, it’s easy to
envisage how to extend the psychosocial explanation to the supposedly grounding
episode. Rather than suppose, for example, that Moore’s judgment that the only
things with intrinsic value are personal relationships and beautiful things was
based on some special intuitive apprehension unavailable to the rest of us, we can
see it as the end result of a complex personal journey that began with his late
Victorian socialization and led through his everyday conversations and experi-
ences to his emotional rejection of some aspects of his culture and his emotional
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identification with others (Moore, 1993, sec. 113). In ethics, as in mathematics, the
appeal to intuition is an epistemology of desperation.

Perhaps we do better to imagine that moral knowledge is generated by some
ability that we all share. When we see children setting light to a cat, do we perceive
the wrongness of what they are doing? Is it necessary to invoke the “fact that it
is wrong” to explain the judgment?? Apparently not. Our society has trained us
to produce that kind of response to that kind of incident, and it’s plain that
societies sometimes vary in the moral judgments induced by perception.* But
that shouldn’t be the end of the matter. Aspiring cognitivists should note that
social training is also important to scientific judgments—as when a technician
judges that an electron has passed through a cloud chamber or when a biologist
perceives that some of the bacteria have incorporated extra DNA. Can’t we say
that, given that training, technician and biologist would have made the judgments
they do, whether or not an electron or transgenic bacteria were present? For these
individuals make the judgments they do on these occasions because they have
been trained to respond to particular sorts of visual stimulations in particular
ways. In the scientific case, however, even if the nonsocial facts have no role to
play in the immediate judgment, there’s a deeper explanatory question to which
they are relevant. Why are these kinds of training given to the pertinent observers?
Here we must turn to the history of the cultural practice, and that history involves
the adoption of procedures on the basis of evidence that they serve as reliable
ways of detecting facts about the world. If we pose the analogous question for
the history of the moral practices into which we have been socialized, my con-
jectural genealogy offers no analogous consolation. At the initial stage, proto-
morality is introduced as a system of primitive rules for transcending the fraught
sociality of early hominids: there’s no issue here of perceiving moral truths. Nor
at any further stage is there a need to suppose that moral truths play a role in
constraining the normative systems adopted. The criterion of success isn’t accurate
representation but the improvement of social cohesion in ways that promote the
transmission of the system itself.

I've offered only the skeleton of a line of reasoning, and it would be quite
premature to claim that cognitivism must surrender at this stage. My point, how-
ever, is that confrontation of the question of moral knowledge with the genea-
logical perspective exacerbates the noncognitivist challenge, enabling us to deal
with the epistemological questions in a sharper way.

Can we account for moral objectivity? Starting with the question of moral
knowledge can make noncognitivism look quite attractive, but it’s a familiar point
that the pressures toward making sense of moral knowledge arise from concerns
with the objectivity of morality. If moral judgments express our reactions, if those
reactions are socially shaped, and if the criteria for successful social shaping ul-
timately trace to strategies that promoted cultural transmission (in a highly con-
tingent historical process, to boot), then we seem to lose any conception of moral
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objectivity. Again, it’s no accident, I think, that the philosophers most interested
in the biological basis of morality struggle with issues about objectivity (Black-
burn, 2000, ch. 9; Gibbard, 1990, chs. 8-13).

An obvious source of the craving for objectivity stems from the activity of
comparing moral practices. If we look at another moral lineage and find differ-
ences in its moral verdicts, we don’t want to suppose that the differences cannot
be assessed. Even more obviously, I think, when we make comparisons with earlier
stages of our own lineage, we don’t think of what we find as mere differences—
we used to think that slavery was tolerable and now we don’t, and that’s all there
is to it. In both cases, what we are after is a conception of moral progress. Our
comparison of earlier and later stages of our cultural lineage aims at the view that
we have made moral progress; by the same token, the cross-lineage comparison
concerns the question of whether we’d make moral progress by incorporating
some parts of their moral practice into ours. So we can reduce the problem: Can
we make sense of moral progress?

You might think not. For you might suppose that progress in any practice
involving judgment requires the judgments made at later stages to be closer to
the truth than those made at earlier stages. Hence, if you abandon moral truth
(and the cumulative acquisition of moral truth in the genealogy of morals), you
can’t have a concept of progress. The supposition seems mistaken. Progress as
convergence on the truth is too simple a view even for the paradigm case, that
of the sciences.* Nor is there any reason to believe that ethical practice must
admit the same reconstruction as scientific practice. So there’s no knockdown
objection to the possibility of progress. It’s an open question: Can we make sense
of moral progress?

Here, perhaps, the neo-Aristotelian ideas of Foot and Hurka can help us.
Both Foot and Hurka think of moral precepts as capturing what is important to
human functioning, and I complained earlier (without much argument) that their
proposals foundered because of their pre-Darwinian approaches to function and
essence. The notion of attending to the function of moral rules (ideals, concepts,
systems, or whatever) allows an obvious way of generating a notion of moral
progress. Just as we can think of progress in technology as consisting in the
proliferation of devices that are better able to fulfill their functions, so too, per-
haps, in morality.

On the face of it, there seems to be a serious problem in applying this to the
account I've given (or to those of Blackburn and Gibbard, both of whom link
moral norms to human cooperation). To say that people have made moral pro-
gress when the practices of later stages of moral lineages do better at fostering
social cohesion invites the charge that there are plenty of morally repulsive ways
of eliminating social conflict (several of them prominent in the twentieth century).
Further, if this conception of moral progress even accommodates the most salient
examples—the recognition of people not previously included as having moral
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standing—it appears to do so for the wrong reasons: even if the abolition of
slavery made life go more smoothly, decreased social friction is hardly constitutive
of the moral progress we sense here.

My story did indeed suppose that morality entered, and was refined, as a
device for going beyond chimp-bonobo-hominid social rupture and repair, but it
also assumed that the advance occurred in a very special way. The more imme-
diate function of normative guidance (and the rules of proto-morality) was to
reinforce the psychological capacities that made sociality possible for us in the
first place. Those psychological capacities involved an ability to empathize with
the needs and interests of some others to some extent, and they were reinforced
by directives to take greater account of other people’s plans and projects, even
when there is, at least initially, no empathetic response.’> We can say, then, that
the primary function of morality is to extend and amplify those primitive altruistic
dispositions through which we became social animals in the first place, and that
this has the secondary effect of promoting social cohesion. On the account of
functions I prefer, the function can be ascribed to the impact on our altruism,
even though the processes of selection (natural and cultural) may attend to dif-
ferences in social harmony.*> We might say that the function of morality is the
enhancement of social cohesion via the amplification of our psychological altru-
istic dispositions.

Two further aspects of moral progress deserve at least brief mention. First,
there appears to be a kind of moral progress that consists in the proliferation of
options that people can pursue. To adapt a Millian phrase, we are all “greater
gainers” when each of us has the opportunity to frame his or her life by selecting
from a larger menu of alternatives. I see this as a less direct consequence of the
refinement of moral systems. As our ancestors were able to engage in a richer
repertoire of cooperative ventures, they created roles that had not previously been
available, and as these roles became more widely available, people made moral
progress.

Second, as I've noted in my conjectural genealogy, moral systems have often
obtained a purchase on individual decisions, especially on decisions whose effects
are hard for fellow group members to monitor, by invoking the idea of (an)
unseen observer(s). The overwhelming majority of the world’s moral practices are
intertwined with religious views. One of the ways of making moral progress con-
sists in freeing ourselves of the need for this system of enforcement, in rejecting
the false religious presuppositions, and in disentangling and dismissing the special
injunctions that the religious framework has introduced. In part, this is simply a
matter of replacing superstition with true belief (or with the absence of judg-
ment)—and notions of truth and falsity apply directly here because the religious
claims purport to describe the decisions and volitions of person-like entities. It’s
also a matter, however, both of reinforcing our altruistic dispositions, preventing
irrelevant moral commands from interfering with the plans and interests of our
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fellows, and of expanding the range of options available to people. We should
think of our moral system as a spare and streamlined device for developing the
dispositions that first made social beings of us, unfortunately overlain with ex-
crescences that were once useful in ensuring conformity, but that can now be
scraped away to beneficial effect.

I have not offered anything like a complete account of moral progress. Plainly,
an enormous amount needs to be done both to work out the details of the
responses I've sketched, and to consider the phenomena of moral progress more
systematically. My goal has been only to indicate how the genealogical perspective
might provide new ways of thinking about moral objectivity.

Can we make sense of moral authority? My third and last question takes up
the obvious thought that efforts to situate morality in human cultural and bio-
logical history inevitably end up debunking morality. Or, if they do not, it’s be-
cause some version of the naturalistic fallacy lurks in the background. One way
to dramatize the challenge is to imagine how someone—the nihilist, to give the
person a name—might draw on the story I've sketched to resist the claims of
morality.

When the nihilist looks back on the history of morality, he sees a succession
of practices that are more or less successful in fostering social cohesion, and that
prevail insofar as they have those features that promote cultural transmission.
But, now that this history is clearly understood, he asks why he should commit
himself to the latest version of the practice, or indeed to any other such version.
The history of other human cultural practices may leave us free to reject the most
recent variants, or even to walk away from them entirely—the nihilist invites us
to think of fertility rites, taboos, and religious worship. Why should morality be
any different?

An obvious response would invoke the idea of moral progress. Yet, even if
we suppose that something like the conception I've sketched can be worked out,
the nihilist may see the characterization of some lineages as making progress as
simply tagging certain trends with an honorific label. What bearing does the
“progressiveness” of the moral tradition that stands behind the practices of his
community have on his actions and his life? Once again, he may compare morality
with other aspects of human culture, claiming that, with respect to religion (say)
we can baptize some trends as “progressive,” even though to do so would provide
no rationale for continuing a tradition that counted as “progressive.” Why, then,
is morality different?

Here’s a fuzzy, but suggestive, answer. To identify with a moral tradition that
is progressive in the sense briefly sketched earlier is to extend the path our an-
cestors traversed in becoming fully human. If the nihilist steps outside moral
traditions altogether, or even if he makes a regressive shift from the practice that
has been bequeathed to him, he is failing to realize his full human potential. If
this answer is to prove satisfactory, then it will have to give serious content to
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the idea of “full humanity,” and to do so in a way that forestalls the obvious
complaint that the nihilist doesn’t care at all about becoming “fully human.” He
belongs to the species. Why should he care about the attitudes of other members,
past or present, or the evolutionary pressures that shaped them?

My outline of the emergence of normative guidance helps here. Our incom-
pletely pervasive, fragile dispositions to psychological altruism enabled our remote
ancestors to attain a particular form of sociality, the tense mode of social life we
find among contemporary chimpanzees. The capacity for normative guidance
enabled us to reinforce our primitive pro-social dispositions, thereby developing
part of ourselves. The line of development thus marked out can be viewed as a
way of extending that aspect of our nature—our psychological altruism—that
made genuine human life (the social life that transcended the interactions of
chimpanzees) possible. To repudiate the authority of norms is thus to abandon
one’s human identity, to prefer to it a nonhuman mode of psychological life. It’s
to declare, in effect, that one doesn’t see anything valuable in the transition that
took us beyond the social world of chimpanzees. In a milder fashion, to make a
regressive shift from the moral practice passed on in social training is to take a
step back toward that nonhuman mode.

From the perspective I've sketched, nihilism begins to look like a psychopa-
thology, a deliberate rejection of part of ourselves. It’s as if the nihilist had decided
to abandon the use of some faculty—the ears or the memory—in some exercise
of self-mutilation. But, of course, a spirited nihilist will resist this way of putting
things. She will suggest that it isn’t a matter of going backward but of going beyond,
that, just as my genealogy sees the acquisition of normative guidance as a decisive
step in the evolution of humanity, so too the abrogation of normative guidance
that she recommends is a further shift (the arrival of the Ubermensch?). There’s
no doubt that this is a possible rejoinder, one that substitutes for the subtraction
(or mutilation) perspective the idea of an addition (or completion) of ourselves.
But if this is the nihilist’s preferred tack, then we need more than the bare claim
that what she envisages is progressive—enough detail about the advance must be
provided to show why this develops who we really are. In effect, the spirited
nihilist plays by the rules of the game that links moral progressiveness to authority
over human action, seeing the abandonment of normative guidance as a further
progressive shift, but this idea leaves the nihilist hostage to questions about what
this shift really is and whether it can rightly be viewed as progressive.

If nihilism is to be a coherent attitude, one that someone could sustain, then
it’s crucial to remain unfazed by any connection between development of some
of our psychological capacities and any authority over human action. In effect,
the nihilist must insist that she doesn’t care whether a particular capacity (the
capacity for normative guidance) reinforced the tendencies that made sociality
possible, and indeed made specifically human sociality possible; she still wants to
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suspend the operation of that capacity. There’s no doubt that members of our
species could have that wish. What’s at issue is whether they can avoid the char-
acterization of it as an exercise in self-mutilation, an interference with normal
human functioning. Nor is this a small excision—something equivalent to the
removal of one’s tonsils or a vasectomy—but the deletion of a capacity central to
human lives. (Of course, the notion of centrality invoked here needs further ex-
plication and defense.)

If this embryonic account of the authority of morality can be articulated
further, then we seem to have some commitment to normative governance. The
question that next confronts us is how the capacity for normative governance is
to be filled out. Here, I suggest, my genealogical story portrays us, like our pred-
ecessors, as building from the cultural lore we inherit, modifying the rules handed
down to us where they appear to promote further moral progress. We have no
basis for thinking that the normative systems we’re likely to achieve will be final
and complete, or that the elements of the systems that figure in different lineages
can always be combined. The story is compatible with an irreducible pluralism
of values. Nonetheless, each of us tries to move forward from where we start,
attempting to develop our humanity—the form of sociality that took us beyond
the chimpanzees—as fully as possible.

5. CONCLUSION

I began by recognizing that ventures in connecting biology and ethics are philo-
sophically perilous. The view I’ve outlined in this essay should make it clear why
that is so. Even if much of the detail I've offered is mistaken, the connections
between biological facts and questions about the status of morality are extremely
complicated. To work out a convincing story about how current moral practices
might have emerged would require a vast amount of information from diverse
fields: evolutionary theory, primatology, psychology, anthropology, and history
(and maybe more). The quick survey of three metaethical questions undertaken
in section 4 reveals that there are significant philosophical possibilities that need
to be explored in light of a careful genealogy. To the best of my knowledge, none
of the many attempts to relate biology and ethics succeeds in acknowledging all
these complexities. I hope, as I said, to have laid some duckboards across a swamp,
but I fear that it’s all too likely that I have joined my predecessors in the murky
depths.
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Many thanks to David Copp for his patience, his encouragement, and his excellent sug-
gestions.

1. “In every system of morality I have hitherto met with, I have always remarked
that the author proceeds for some time in the ordinary way of reasoning, and estab-
lishes the being of a god, or makes observations concerning human affairs; when of a
sudden I am surprised to find that instead of the usual copulation 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, it is 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.” Hume, 2000, III-i-1.

2. Ruse and Wilson, 1986. Of course, it would be hard to claim the incest prohibi-
tion as a fundamental new moral principle, but I'll let this pass.

3. Insofar as the prohibition of incest amounts to a correct moral principle, it’s
noteworthy that the biological emphasis on avoiding the combination of dangerous re-
cessive alleles covers only one aspect of the situation—as the actual literature on incest
makes clear, incestuous relations are typically coercive and exploitative. Wagner’s depic-
tion of Siegmund and Sieglinde succeeds because he inverts the normal contrast: the
incest is the one example of free mutual love in a brutal world.

4. Foot, 2001, 24. Rosalind Hursthouse and Michael Thompson have taken similar
approaches; their writings have both influenced and been influenced by Foot’s.

5. I've detailed the problems for Hurka’s approach in Kitcher, 1999. Foot’s views are
subject to parallel difficulties; I won’t, however, try to argue for this here.

6. Blackburn, 2000. The connection with Hume permeates the book, but is espe-
cially evident in chs. 6 and 7.

7. 1 should note that Skyrms is rather more skeptical than Sober about the project
of moral theory.

8. I'm not sure that either Sober or Skyrms would be much worried by the criti-
cism. They would probably be more bothered by the charge (often leveled against evo-
lutionary accounts of this kind) that their proposed explanations were speculative stories—
although they could defend against that charge by claiming only that they intended to
show how apparently problematic phenomena are evolutionarily possible.

9. In effect, I'll be attempting a project that spans the three programs I've distin-
guished. A similar venture is undertaken in the last chapter of Nozick, 2001. For reasons
of space, I don’t undertake a detailed comparison here.

10. This is a very quick sketch of the important idea of inclusive fitness (and of kin
selection). Hamilton’s original essays are in Hamilton, 1996, parts I and II. For a simpler
exposition, see Kitcher, 198s, ch. 3.

11. Effectively, your sibling can be expected to have two extra offspring with the
altruistic genotype, providing a net gain of one. Although I hope the example makes the
point clear, it is vastly oversimplified.
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12. The important point here is that neither player knows how long the sequence
will last.

13. I should note that, although I've given the orthodox solutions here, Sober and
Wilson have argued for a perspective that offers a unified treatment of the cases. In
Sober and Wilson, 1998, they propose a revival of the much-debated notion of group
selection. My own judgment is that the envisaged reformulation offers a few interesting
special cases but that it doesn’t give a perspicuous account of the two central ap-
proaches I've reviewed here.

14. For the optional games framework introduced here, see Kitcher, 1993a, and Ba-
tali and Kitcher, 1995. I should note that this framework also solves some technical diffi-
culties in the Axelrod-Hamilton approach.

15. The coalition game is mathematically complex, and doesn’t lend itself to the
simple techniques one can use for games like prisoner’s dilemma. It is possible, how-
ever, to prove some general results, and these results have been confirmed by computer
simulation (here I am greatly indebted to Herbert Roseman). As with many of the
claims in this section and the next, detailed elaboration and defense will be given in a
book on which I'm currently working.

16. Hence, an interaction that appears to be a prisoner’s dilemma (or other simple
game) may actually have a different structure because of the consequences for coalition
membership.

17. By contrast, spite consists in modifying one’s attitudes to oppose the aims as-
cribed to others. The notions I introduce here can be made precise. For a preliminary
attempt to do so, see Kitcher, 1993a; more refined treatment will appear in the book
mentioned in note 15.

18. So, for example, in a reciprocal interaction with someone else, you shouldn’t
want to promote a cooperatively beneficial outcome because you have calculated that
forming that desire will be useful in achieving your own independent aims.

19. This is because good strategies are exceptionally dependent on the precise
conditions of the setup; if our ancestors had computed their best possibilities, they
would have had to have extraordinary mathematical talents and amazingly full infor-
mation!

20. Hobbes makes his point about the state of war by a comparison to British
weather: “For as the nature of Foule weather, lyeth not in a showre or two of rain, but
an inclination thereto of many dayes together: So the nature of War, consisteth not in
actuall fighting; but in the known disposition thereto, during all the time there is no
assurance to the contrary” (Hobbes, 1651, I-13). Hume insists on the existence of some
dispositions to respond to the concerns and needs of others: “Let us suppose a person
ever so selfish, let private interest have engrossed ever so much his attention, yet in in-
stances where that is not concerned he must unavoidably feel some propensity to the
good of mankind and make it an object of choice, if everything else be equal” (Hume,
1998, V-2).

21. Chimp and bonobo troop sizes range from around 30 to 140. For much of hu-
man prehistory, hominid bands were in this range. Quite early in the Neolithic, how-
ever, there were much larger settlements (Jericho, Catal Hiiyiik), and the distribution of
tools and the natural resources used in making them strongly suggests that there were at
least temporary associations of much larger groups of Homo sapiens considerably earlier
(possibly even 20,000 years before the present).
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22. In the work cited in note 15, I provide much more detail about this, and ex-
plore the connection with systems of punishment.

23. The phrase is John Stuart Mill’s. See Mill, 1974. For a twentieth century attempt
to work out the theme, see MacBeath, 1950.

24. See the Hammurabi code. Reprinted Pritchard, 1969.

25. Nietzsche, 1887; there are similar formulations in Pritchard, 1969.

26. Note that they have been quite good at having biological descendants. But the
important measure in cultural evolution is to transmit one’s cultural items, perhaps by
“infecting” other groups, perhaps by founding a lot of descendant groups in which
those items are adopted. I develop the theory of cultural evolution presupposed here in
Kitcher, 2001a, and in the work cited in note 15.

27. And, of course, there were other important cultural lineages that gave rise to
the contemporary systems that prevail in other parts of the world.

28. Or possibly toward an “error theory.” See Mackie, 1977.

29. The example was originally introduced by Harman (1977, pp. 4-8). The case
precipitated an interesting dialogue between Harman and Nicholas Sturgeon. (See Stur-
geon, 1985.)

30. As in the example of the response of many German people to Nazi brutality.
Sturgeon would claim, I think, that these are cases in which social training interferes
with a normal perceptual capacity.

31. I try to explain why in Kitcher, 2001b. Roughly, the idea is that, although the
sciences aim at truth, the idea that they aim at the complete truth is a chimera, and the
ways in which the selection of scientifically significant truths proceeds is a function of
our evolving interests.

32. Of course, acquisition of the rules may issue in amplified emotional reactions.
For my purposes, it doesn’t matter whether we become more full of Humean benevo-
lence or remain like Kant’s “not the worst product of creation.”

33. See the analysis in Kitcher, 1993b.
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CHAPTER 7

SENSIBILITY THEORY
AND PROJECTIVISM

JUSTIN D ARMS
DANIEL JACOBSON

1. PERCEPTIONS OF VALUE

Davip Hume was skeptical about the idea that we perceive values or, more spe-
cifically, virtue and vice. “Take any action allowed to be vicious,” he wrote,

[e]xamine it in all lights and see if you can find that matter of fact. .. which
you call vice. . .. The vice entirely escapes you, as long as you consider the ob-
ject. You can never find it until you turn your reflection into your own breast,
and find a sentiment of disapprobation, which arises in you, toward that ac-
tion. (Hume, 1978, pp. 468—469)

Hume explained the alleged impossibility of observing moral qualities in the
act itself through an analogy with beauty, which he also claimed to arise from
our sentiments rather than directly from our senses:

Euclid has fully explained all the qualities of the circle; but has not in any
proposition said a word of its beauty. The reason is evident. The beauty is not
a quality of the circle. ... It is only the effect, which that figure produces upon
the mind, whose peculiar fabric or structure renders it susceptible of such sen-
timents. In vain would you look for it in the circle, or seek it, either by your
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own senses or by mathematical reasonings, in all the properties of that figure.
(Hume, 1975, pp. 291—292)

These claims strike some philosophers as obviously false. “Hume’s confident
assertions about the unobservability of beauty are breathtakingly counter-
intuitive,” David McNaughton writes. “We see the beauty of a sunset; we hear
the melodiousness of a tune; we taste and smell the delicate nuances of a vintage
wine. Hume’s denial that we can detect beauty by the senses flies in the face of
common experience” (1988, p. 55). Understood as a phenomenological claim, this
seems obviously correct—so obviously that one should doubt whether Hume
meant to be denying it. Surely, when we find something beautiful, delicious, or
even virtuous, we experience this as a matter of sensitivity to the observed object:
the sunset, the wine, the person. But what kind of sensitivity is this? McNaughton
intends to make a theoretical as well as a phenomenological objection to Hume;
he claims that there is no difference in kind between the perception of value and
other, more straightforward forms of perception.

Of course we use our senses to detect value, but do we literally see the beauty
of a face, taste the deliciousness of food, and so forth? Here is a reason to doubt
it. Tell me truthfully that the wine is delicious, and you haven’t yet described the
character of its flavor; tell me that my blind date is beautiful, and I have no idea
what she looks like.! The primary likeness among the diverse objects we classify
as beautiful, delicious, virtuous, and so forth, Hume asserts, lies not in how they
look or taste but in how they make us feel. Even if I am acquainted with delicious
and beautiful things, the only sense in which I can confidently anticipate the
experience of something on the basis of a purely evaluative characterization of
it—for instance as delicious or beautiful—concerns how I can expect to feel
toward it. I will be pleased by the taste of the wine, the look of the face, the sound
of the tune.

Surely there is something to this thought. Indeed, McNaughton seems to
accept it, notwithstanding his criticism of Hume. Against the suggestion that
values cannot be perceived because evaluative experience is primarily a matter of
feeling, he replies: “The crucial mistake . . . is to fail to realize that a way of seeing
a situation may itself be a way of caring or feeling” (1988, p. 113). If values can be
perceived, then it seems that the perceptions of vice, beauty, and so forth must
be located in our sentiments. This is already a difference in kind from perception,
since ordinarily one can see things without feeling any particular way about them.
Moreover, the substantially greater variability in sentimental response, as com-
pared to visual and aural responses, helps explain the much greater disagreement
found in evaluation. These considerations suggest that talk of the perception of
value should be taken metaphorically.

Despite their differences, McNaughton and Hume seem to converge on sen-
timentalism: roughly, the thesis that evaluation is to be understood by way of
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human emotional response. Emotions might figure in evaluative thought in sev-
eral different ways, however. A tension still exists between Hume’s (seemingly
skeptical) suggestion that beauty is not a quality of the circle but only the senti-
mental effect it has on our minds and McNaughton’s (avowedly realist) claim
that such sentimental effects constitute perceptions of the beauty that is indeed a
quality of the circle. Yet it is surprisingly difficult to say what ultimately hangs on
this dramatic-sounding dispute over whether values exist in the world or are only
in our minds. What is really at issue here? It will help to compare three different
accounts of how the sentiments might be involved in evaluation—objectivism,
perceptivism, and projectivism—each of which can be illustrated by considering
an analogous theory about colors and their appearance.

According to the objectivist view, commonly called physicalism, colors are
microphysical properties of surfaces.? They are fully objective properties of ma-
terial objects, possessed irrespective of any relation to our color experience. Of
course, green objects tend to look a certain familiar way to normal humans under
suitable conditions. Color experience plays a crucial epistemic role as our basic
form of sensitivity to colors. Nonetheless, the property to which our term “green”
refers is this response-independent microphysical property. Thus an alien physicist
with no visual system could potentially be in a better epistemic position with
respect to colors than are we, with our deficiencies of night vision and the like.

Similarly, the objectivist about value holds that evaluative properties are fully
objective properties of valuable things, possessed irrespective of any relation to
our subjective sentimental responses. As with color appearances, human senti-
ments might have a legitimate epistemic role as sensitivities to value. But the
objectivist must explain why our sentiments happen to track values more or less
reliably, and it is far from obvious how to make this plausible within the theory’s
framework. Those classical forms of objectivism that rely crucially on claims of
moral perception, which we will loosely refer to as intuitionism, have simply
posited a faculty of moral sense or rational intuition with which we perceive and
are moved by values.® It is easy to agree with John McDowell that this “primary-
quality model turns the epistemology of value into mere mystification” (1985,
p- 132).

Objectivism contrasts with the projectivism suggested by Hume’s claim that
beauty, virtue, and the like are not qualities of external objects. Rather, they are
mere “projections” of our sentiments, which we unwittingly spread upon the
world. Like perception, projection too is being used metaphorically in this context.
It is helpful to think of slide projectors, which cast a photographic image onto
what is really a blank screen. Were this technology able to fool the eye, it would
be important to guard against deception by reminding ourselves that the image
is not a property of the screen itself. Consider projectivism about color, which
holds that colors are not actually properties of the objects to which we ascribe
them.* Since the green appearance of grass is a feature of our visual field that is
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projected onto the colorless external world, our color judgments are systematically
mistaken in the manner Hume suggests: We erroneously suppose an object (the
grass) to have a property (greenness) that is really only in our minds (as a green
appearance). Similarly, the projectivist holds that evaluative judgments issue from
our “gilding or staining ... natural objects with colors, borrowed from internal
sentiment,” as Hume describes it (1975, p. 294). Contemporary projectivist theo-
ries of value include error theory and noncognitivism, a distinction we will discuss
later.

The middle ground between objectivism and projectivism is occupied by what
we will call perceptivism: the view that colors and values are real—in a sense to
be explained—despite essentially involving subjective responses. The perceptivist
theory of color is known as dispositionalism. What it is for an object to be green,
on this view, is for it to be disposed to present a green appearance to normal
humans under suitable conditions. Like physicalism, dispositionalism holds that
colors are real properties of the objects to which we ordinarily ascribe them.
Moreover, color appearances are epistemically useful, since green appearances
often indicate the presence of greenness. Even if some microphysical property
causally responsible for these appearances were identified, however, the disposi-
tionalist would deny that this property is greenness. Dispositionalists take colors
to depend essentially on color appearances; hence they consider colors to be
“response-dependent” properties.® Perceptivism can also be construed as a theory
of value with two main variants. The most straightforward version is similarly
dispositionalist: it identifies values as dispositions to produce Humean “pas-
sions”—sentiments and desires—in properly situated observers.® We will ulti-
mately concentrate on another form of perceptivism, known as sensibility theory,
which also focuses on sentimental responses while insisting that values do not
merely dispose us to respond with feelings but merit those responses.

Sentimentalist forms of perceptivism render the epistemic role of the senti-
ments in perceptions of value less mysterious than does objectivism, because these
theories implicate the sentiments in the metaphysics of value. What it is for some-
thing to be valuable or virtuous, on this view, is for it to elicit (or merit) certain
sentiments. Perceptivism enjoys some prima facie advantages over its rivals, again
helpfully illustrated by considering colors. Since projectivism implies that all color
judgments are false, it conflicts with the compelling thought that some color
appearances are veridical and others misleading. It also seems peculiar to claim,
with the objectivist, that green is a purely physical property, like that of being
spherical, which is only contingently connected to any manner of appearance. Of
course, both the projectivist and the physicalist have responses to these objections.
Nevertheless, perceptivism’s ability to hold both that some things really are green,
and that greenness is essentially a matter of how things appear visually, surely
counts in its favor. And the same goes for value—or so perceptivists suggest.

In one respect, perceptive and objective views of color and value are united
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against projectivism. Both theories assert that colors and values are real properties
of the objects to which we ascribe them, a claim that projectivism seems com-
mitted to denying. Yet there is a subtler respect in which perceptivism and pro-
jectivism are natural allies. Despite their disagreement about the metaphysics of
value, perceptivists and projectivists agree that evaluative concepts depend essen-
tially upon human propensities to have certain sorts of subjective experience. In
what follows, we shall explore perceptivism and projectivism as rival developments
of Humean sentimentalism.” We earlier characterized that doctrine somewhat
vaguely, as the suggestion that evaluation is to be understood by way of human
emotional response. That characterization was deliberately ambiguous between a
proposal about evaluative concepts and one about value itself—that is, between
claims about the constituents of evaluative thought and its purported object. We
can now be more precise. Sentimentalism, as we shall understand it, is the thesis
that evaluative concepts are response-invoking: they cannot be analyzed or eluci-
dated without appeal to subjective responses—in particular, to the sentiments.®

Our taxonomy is unfortunately complex, partly because we have to integrate
preexisting terminology with some of our own. In particular, we have sought to
draw attention to the respect in which some mutually antagonistic forms of per-
ceptivism and projectivism can be seen as united in their embrace of sentimen-
talism. The following table offers a rough-and-ready guide to the debate (senti-
mentalist theories are shown in italics).’

Color Value

Objectivism Physicalism Intuitionism
Robust naturalist realism

Perceptivism Dispositionalism Dispositionalism
Desire-based

Emotion-based

Sensibility theory

Projectivism Projectivism Projectivism
Noncognitivism
Error theory

Since we have introduced projectivism and perceptivism as rival theories
about properties, we should say a bit more about the relation of their metaphysical
claims to the sentimentalist account of concepts. For the perceptivist, the
response-dependence of properties is in a sense derivative from the response-
dependence of concepts.!® Color and value properties are identified by appeal to
a way in which they must be conceived. As McDowell puts it, they are “qualities
not adequately conceivable except in terms of certain subjective states” (1985,
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p-136). The nature of these features of the world is supposed to depend upon
how they must be conceived. This explains the perceptivist’s insistence that a
microphysical property of surfaces could not be the property green, since any
such property could in principle be conceived of by appeal to a purely physical
concept. Projectivists, by contrast, hold that there are no color or value properties
in the external world. Yet they grant that we are intractably committed to thinking
and speaking of things as colored and valuable; hence, they aspire to give a phil-
osophical account of the content of such thought and discourse that makes sense
of it. Value and color concepts must exist, because our commonplace judgments
presuppose them, even if there are no properties for which they stand. Both the
projectivist and the perceptivist thus hold that evaluative concepts are fundamen-
tally about emotional responses—or, at any rate, about some essentially practical
response.'!

This practical aspect of evaluation makes problems for dispositionalism spe-
cifically as an account of value, which do not apply to the case of color and other
secondary qualities. Values seem to be irreducibly normative: they can only be
understood in terms of how we should respond, as opposed to how people actually
do respond in any given circumstance. The alternative form of perceptivism about
value, which has been dubbed sensibility theory, seeks to capture the intuitively
compelling aspects of dispositionalism while accommodating this disanalogy be-
tween value and color.’? The most difficult of these positions to characterize di-
rectly, this approach is exemplified by the work of John McDowell, David Wiggins,
and David McNaughton; it is also embraced in some respects by Bernard Williams
(1985, 1996) and Jonathan Dancy (1996), although each rejects other parts of the
program (see also Helm, 2001; Mulligan, 1998). In this essay we shall elaborate
and appraise what we take to be the core tenets of the view, without worrying
about whether any given author holds all of them.

Sensibility theory aspires to vindicate the phenomenology of valuing as a
matter of sensitivity to features of the world, while acknowledging that values are
founded on human sentimental responses. This makes values subjective in one
sense but objective in another: they are really there to be experienced, not merely
figments of the subjective states that purport to be experiences of them. Although
values are essentially tied up with patterns of affective concern, nothing about
this admitted subjectivity of values requires that we regard evaluative thought as
a matter of projecting onto reality something that isn’t really there. Rather, as
Wiggins puts it, values are “primitive, sui generis, incurably anthropocentric, and
as unmysterious as any properties will ever be to us” (1987b, p. 195).

All sentimentalists urge that an important advantage of their view is that it
makes sense of internalism: the claim that there is a necessary connection between
value judgment and motivation or the will. Such theories seem well positioned
to explain this connection because of the role they accord to the emotions, which
are fundamentally motivational states, in evaluation. This advantage is evident by
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comparison with the intuitionism of G. E. Moore, H. A. Prichard, and other early
twentieth—century moral realists. According to Moorean intuitionism, values are
metaphysically independent but intrinsically motivating “nonnatural” properties;
while Prichard claimed that to apprehend one’s duty is at once to recognize an
absolute moral truth and to be moved to act by it. Intuitionism thus secures
internalism at the cost of positing mysterious nonnatural properties apprehended
by intuition. It therefore proved vulnerable to a more metaphysically circumspect,
naturalistic alternative offered by noncognitivist projectivism.

Noncognitivism eschews talk of the apprehension of value, focusing instead
on the mental states involved in evaluative judgment. On this view, to judge
something good requires somehow being moved favorably by it—perhaps to
choose or get it, or at least to approve of it. While differing in the details, sen-
sibility theory, too, holds that a necessary condition of judging something to be
valuable is that one be properly motivated by it."> Noncognitivism makes this
connection straightforward by identifying evaluative judgment with some moti-
vational state, thus implying that moral convictions are not beliefs but attitudes—
albeit perhaps complex ones. This focus on the psychology of evaluation seemed
to many philosophers preferable to intuitionism’s stipulation of intrinsically mo-
tivating nonnatural properties.

Sensibility theory defines itself in opposition to both these alternatives.
Though its leading proponents decline to call their view either cognitivist or re-
alist, they are willing to describe it as “antinoncognitivist” and “antiantirealist.”
Despite granting a role to the sentiments in the perception of value, they deny
the projectivist suggestion that evaluative judgments are merely sentimental atti-
tudes or more complex noncognitive states. Rather, value judgment involves sen-
sitivity to evaluative properties that are (sometimes) possessed by their objects.
Nevertheless, McDowell and Wiggins also expressly distance themselves from the
objectivist tradition exemplified by intuitionism. They think it untenable to treat
values as being “simply there, independently of human sensibility” yet nevertheless
intrinsically “such as to elicit some ‘attitude’ or state of will from someone who
becomes aware of [them]” (McDowell, 1985, p. 132). Sensibility theory thus claims
both metaphysical and epistemological advantages over intuitionism. First, it as-
pires to give an account that explains how values could be essentially related to
human concerns, thereby avoiding the mystery of nonnatural properties. Second,
it seeks to develop an epistemology that explains how we can obtain evaluative
knowledge by means of ordinary human sentiments and attitudes.

Sensibility theory aspires to vindicate perceptions of value by appealing to the
sentiments, thereby earning the talk of evaluative truth and knowledge that is
simply appropriated by intuitionism. It does so by offering an account of how we
possess evaluative concepts that echoes the story dispositionalism tells about color
concepts. Just as we grasp the sense of “green” by having perceptual faculties that
acquaint us with what green looks like, Wiggins suggests, “we grasp the sense of
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a [value-predicate] by acquiring a sensibility all parties to which respond in a par-
ticular way to certain particular features in what they notice in any given act,
person, or situation” (1990, p. 74; emphasis added). Values require a sensibility to
be perceived because “our subjective responses to objects or events will often
impose groupings upon them that have no purely naturalistic rationale” (Wiggins,
1987b, p. 193). Were there any such rationale, we might use it to formulate objec-
tivist evaluative principles. We could say that what makes something funny, for
instance, is its incongruity; and what makes something fearsome is its danger-
ousness—where incongruity and danger are understood as empirical, observer-
independent properties. However, our patterns of response and criticism are too
unruly for any such treatment to be tenable and substantive. If our responses are
uncodifiable, and if values depend on those responses, then values, too, cannot
be codified in rules.

Both projectivist and intuitionist accounts are claimed to neglect the role of
a sensibility, acquired through one’s ethical upbringing via a process of habitu-
ation. McDowell thus claims: “In moral upbringing what one learns is not to
behave in conformity with rules of conduct, but to see situations in a special
light, as constituting reasons for acting” (1978, p. 85). The special way of seeing
characteristic of the virtuous person more closely resembles a skill than a set of
beliefs. To have this skill—the sensibility that is characteristic of virtue—is at
once to have the ability to see what to do and the motivation to do it. Hence,
proponents of sensibility theory contend that philosophers who have recoiled
from intuitionism to projectivism have thereby passed over what McDowell calls
a “fully satisfying intermediate position” (1981, p. 215), on which moral and other
values are genuinely there in the world and give us reason to act—albeit reasons
that can be appreciated only if one has been inculcated into the proper sensi-
bility.

There is a dual burden on sensibility theory. It must actually develop such
an account of moral perception and knowledge, so that its claims about the ap-
prehension of values and reasons amount to more than the intuitionist’s “bogus
epistemology” (McDowell, 1987, p. 162). Moreover, its advocates need to explain
why their theory cannot be co-opted by a sophisticated form of projectivism. In
the rest of this essay, we will treat projectivism mainly as a foil for sensibility
theory. (A more detailed defense of the projectivist program can be found in
Blackburn, chapter 5 in this volume.) That is, our primary concern is whether
sensibility theory succeeds in distinguishing itself from projectivism, as prom-
ised.
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2. SENTIMENTALISM

As we’ve seen, both contemporary projectivism and sensibility theory embrace
the sentimentalist claim that evaluative concepts are response-invoking—they are
essentially bound up with subjective human feelings.!* Before turning to the dis-
pute between the two theories, we need to examine this claim and its motivations
in more detail. Sentimentalism characteristically pairs each evaluative concept with
a distinct sentimental response. The judgment that a person is virtuous is expli-
cated by appeal to a feeling of specifically moral approval of him, which Hume
called “approbation”; and the judgment that something is funny is associated with
feelings of amusement at it.!s

One common objection to this approach is that there don’t seem to be
enough distinct emotions to differentiate the variety of broadly positive and neg-
ative evaluations. What is approbation, one might wonder, other than an ap-
proving judgment of an agent’s character, perhaps accompanied by some sort of
positive affect? Yet surely we can approve of people for other reasons, for instance,
as being novel and interesting, without thinking them virtuous. If Humean ap-
probation is simply approval, then it cannot be used to distinguish evaluations of
virtue from these other appraisals. If instead approbation is stipulated to be ap-
proval felt toward a person specifically for her virtue, then a sentimentalist char-
acterization of virtue by appeal to approbation seems to presuppose the very
notion it was introduced to explain. Finally, if approbation is held to be some
other kind of sentiment altogether, then it will be necessary to explain the differ-
ence between it and other species of approval. To forestall such worries, we shall
focus primarily on the most promising cases for sentimentalism, where there are
identifiable emotions ready to hand. (We will briefly discuss more problematic
cases in section 5.)

Consider those evaluative concepts with seemingly overt sentimental affilia-
tions, such as funny, shameful, disgusting, and fearsome. It is hard to deny that
these concepts are somehow about the emotional reactions that commonly ac-
company judgments deploying them: amusement, shame, disgust, and fear, re-
spectively. One reason funny begs to be understood as a response-invoking con-
cept is that it is so difficult to give an account of the content of comic judgments
without invoking amusement. The failure of every effort to construct a philo-
sophical theory of humor, which would provide objective criteria of the funny,
should make one skeptical of the prospects for any response-independent account.
These theories do not fail entirely—each has its kernel of truth—but none comes
close to being adequate. Perhaps the most famous account holds that incongruity
is the essence of the comic. But the incongruity theory of humor is ultimately
undone by the need to expand its central notion so as to accommodate more of
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what people find funny. Roger Scruton makes this point incisively: “To know
what is meant by ‘incongruous’ you would have to consult, not some independent
conception, but the range of objects at which we laugh” (1987, p. 162). This is not
merely a defect of one particular account but a flaw common to every attempt
to develop a theory of humor. These theories are inevitably vulnerable to coun-
terexamples from which they can be rescued only by letting our sense of humor
enter through the back door, illicitly determining when the putatively objective
criterion is met.

Part of the difficulty with giving an objectivist (as opposed to sentimentalist)
elucidation of funny is that people have such disparate senses of humor. Its ap-
plication, like that of many evaluative concepts, seems to be essentially contestable:
disputes over their application are endemic and cannot be settled by philosophical
analysis or scientific discovery. Consider the core moral concept, wrong. Some
deontologists hold that certain types of action, such as torture, are intrinsically
wrong under any circumstances; moreover, their certainty about such judgments
is impervious to theoretical argument. Yet some consequentialists will insist that
there are circumstances under which any action—even torture—is morally re-
quired. Indeed, such a consequentialist can be expected to embrace the conclusion
that it is obligatory to torture the terrorist in the clichéd ticking-bomb scenario.
He will urge that the refusal to do so, may the heavens fall, amounts to moral
squeamishness.

However one comes down on this issue, it is hard to claim that one’s op-
ponent is less than a fully competent user of moral concepts, though of course
both sides cannot be correct about their application. It is equally difficult to see
how any empirical discovery could break the stalemate, since no facts about the
hypothetical scenario are in doubt. Considerations like these have led many phi-
losophers to conclude that the concept wrong is essentially contestable. Yet this
raises a puzzle. When parties to a moral dispute can disagree over the standards
of wrongness as systematically as do our deontologist and consequentialist, one
must wonder if they share the same moral concept—whether they mean the same
thing by “wrong.”'¢ The alternative seems even more extreme, since if there is no
univocal meaning of moral terms, then disputants are simply talking past each
other. As we shall see, sentimentalism promises to help solve the puzzle over
essential contestability and univocity.

While such fundamental moral concepts as good and wrong are the main
subject of metaethics, they are not our paradigm cases for a sentimentalist treat-
ment. Concepts like funny and shameful may be less important than those, but
an analogy seems to hold. Their predication is subject to fundamental dispute,
for which reasons can be given and taken, but agreement between fully informed
and rational agents cannot be ensured. Hence similar worries about univocity
might be expected to arise in all such cases. But response-invoking concepts have
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the signal advantage of promising to make sense of normative dispute by securing
a common subject matter without foreclosing substantive debate. Thus, according
to Wiggins,

[W]e can fix on a response . . . and then argue about what the marks are of the
property that the response itself is made for. And without serious detriment to
the univocity of the predicate, it can now become essentially contestable what a
thing has to be like for there to be any reason to accord that particular appel-
lation to it, and correspondingly contestable what the extension is of the predi-
cate. (1987b, p. 198; cf. Gibbard, 1992a)

Roughly speaking, claims about what is funny, shameful, and fearsome are claims
about what to be amused by, to be ashamed of, and to fear. A primary motivation
for sentimentalism is its promise to secure a shared subject matter for evaluative
dispute (for instance, over what is wrong or funny) among people with different
outlooks (ethical perspectives or senses of humor). This agreement in meaning is
a prerequisite for genuine disagreement. People can disagree about whether some
joke is funny because they share the sentiment of amusement, which gives them
something for their dispute to be about—roughly, whether or not to be amused
by the joke.

But it turns out to be surprisingly difficult to offer a plausible sentimentalist
proposal. Consider this straightforward suggestion. Something is funny just in
case one is amused when attending to it; similarly, the shameful is anything one
feels ashamed of (in oneself) or contempt for (in others) when one thinks that
feature obtains. There are various superficial difficulties with this proposal, which
might be fixed piecemeal; but a deeper problem infects the basic approach. Com-
mon sense tells us that particular emotional episodes are unreliable guides to
value. Surely, you can fail to be afraid of things you should—things that are truly
fearsome and threatening—even if you are aware of them. And you can be
ashamed of things that, on reflection, you do not deem shameful. In short, there
is a critical gap between sentiment and value, analogous to the difference between
something looking red and being red. For sentimentalism to get off the ground,
it must accommodate the critical gap: it must allow us to criticize specific emo-
tional episodes as misperceptions of value.

Projectivism might seem to help circumvent the problem. Since the projective
metaphor suggests that sentiments are evaluative appearances projected onto a
value-free reality, it implies that there are no facts for appearances to track. If
nothing really is shameful, funny, or wrong, then all sentimental appearances are
equally misleading; hence, there is no point in critical reflection upon the cor-
rectness of our emotional responses. A projective sentimentalism thus seems to
solve the critical gap problem on the cheap by denying the possibility that ap-
pearances can come apart from reality, since in reality evaluation is merely the
projection of our sentiments onto the world. In the following section, we shall
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consider whether projectivism succeeds in bridging the critical gap in a way that
can support a sentimentalist theory of value.

3. CONTEMPORARY PROJECTIVISM AND THE
CONFLATION PROBLEM

According to the projectivist theory of color, color experience is a mere figment
of our mental states: appearances projected onto the world, corresponding to
nothing factual. Similarly, according to an error theory of value, all our sentiments
are misleading because all value judgments are false.'”” A similar problem arises
for both theories, since, whatever our philosophical theory, we will continue to
see colors and to care about values. Hence, the very idea that our evaluative
practices might be systematically in error, much less that we should try to avoid
the mistake of moralizing, can seem absurd. Another form of projectivism
therefore reinterprets evaluative judgment in a more ontologically modest fashion,
so as to avoid convicting it of pervasive error (Blackburn, 1985). Noncognitivism
takes evaluation to be fundamentally prescriptive or expressive rather than asser-
toric. Value judgments are not false, because they are not even apt for truth—
they are more like commands or exhortations than statements of fact. The sim-
plest proposal, made by emotivism, claims that they are expressions of emotion
made for persuasive purposes. Noncognitivism thus seems able to avoid the con-
clusion that all evaluations are false, without positing evaluative facts to which
they must answer.

Whereas error theory charges ordinary moral thought with mistake, the non-
cognitivists view it as innocent, considered in itself. There is nothing wrong with
moralizing per se; the error lies in philosophical theories that treat moralizing as
a matter of discovering and reporting on moral facts. Noncognitivism thus aims
to understand moral thought and discourse rather than to reform it. Yet emotiv-
ism fails on these terms because it cannot save enough of the phenomena. There
is an obvious and uncontroversial difference between being in an emotional state
and making an evaluative judgment—between being amused, ashamed, or angry
and thinking something genuinely funny, shameful, or wrong. Emotivism assim-
ilates these states, however, by identifying the thought that something is funny
with the state of being amused at it, and so forth.'® Although noncognitivism
denies the theoretical claim that there are evaluative facts to which our judgments
must answer, it cannot deny that our judgments come apart from our actual
emotional responses. That critical gap—between judgment and response—is not
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a theoretical claim but a fact about ordinary practice, which is among the phe-
nomena to be explained."

This objection and others have led recent philosophers in the noncognitivist
tradition to develop more sophisticated theories. Allan Gibbard’s norm expressiv-
ism and Simon Blackburn’s quasi-realism understand evaluations not as mere
sentiments but as more complex, higher-order attitudes. Whereas emotivism iden-
tifies thinking that someone has done wrong with being angry with her, norm
expressivism identifies it with acceptance of a norm calling for such anger. The
posited mental state of norm acceptance is still a kind of attitude, an endorsement
of the emotional response as appropriate, but such attitudes can diverge from
one’s sentiments. You can find yourself getting angry at the bearer of bad news,
for example, despite thinking that you shouldn’t “blame the messenger.” Thus
sophisticated projectivism has developed the ability to recognize a respect in which
particular emotional responses may be defective and others apt, while denying
that there are any evaluative facts against which to measure them. The account
thereby acknowledges and explains the critical gap by understanding it as being
a gap between sentiment and evaluative judgment—between having some emo-
tional response and endorsing it as appropriate.

This focus on evaluative judgment rather than value itself invites the objection
that projectivism makes morality into a merely psychological phenomenon. Even
the most sophisticated forms of noncognitivism seem to locate the wrongness of
cruelty in some complex mental attitude that is not apt for truth. Does this imply,
implausibly, that the only thing wrong with cruelty is that we don’t like it (or
endorse disapproval of it)? However the theory is embellished, it ultimately seems
to rest on nothing but attitudes—indeed, contingent attitudes we merely happen
to have, since, notoriously, not all humans have scorned cruelty. Yet this must be
false. Surely cruelty would be wrong even if we didn’t think so, and regardless of
anyone’s responses or attitudes.

The contemporary projectivist response is to insist upon a distinction between
two stances we can adopt toward questions about value, one internal to the prac-
tice of moralizing and another external to it. When we take the internal stance
of a participant in moral practice, we use evaluative terms to defend and dispute
our commitments; whereas when we take the external stance, we are giving a
philosophical theory of moral practices. The projectivist can deny that the wrong-
ness of cruelty has anything to do with people’s attitudes toward it, by giving that
claim an internal reading that expresses his unconditional acceptance of a norm
condemning cruelty. The norm is unconditional, in that it is accepted regardless
of his own attitudes, and endorsed even for the hypothetical circumstance in
which he changes his mind. He can express the unconditional nature of this norm
by saying “It’s true that cruelty is wrong” or even “Cruelty would be wrong
whether or not I disapprove of it”; but he must admit, from the theorist’s per-
spective, that these locutions do not add anything to the claim that cruelty is
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wrong. This is a problematic maneuver, since it can easily seem like something is
being given with one hand (the participant’s) and taken away with the other (the
theorist’s). But we do not see this as a decisive problem for projectivism; in fact,
we will ultimately suggest that sensibility theory requires an analogous argument
and similar finesse.

However that may be, there is a problem with contemporary projectivism’s
attempt to account for the critical gap by identifying evaluative judgment with
higher-order states of endorsement. In order to save appearances, the projectivist
needs to allow for critical reflection on the correctness of our sentimental re-
sponses. He needs to make sense of the fact that we can be ashamed of things
we do not think shameful. Sophisticated projectivists appeal to higher-order at-
titudes to explain this phenomenon: in such cases we are feeling shame we do
not endorse, because it conflicts with our norms for what to be ashamed of. But
not all these higher-order attitudes are suitable to the task at hand. Consider
Blackburn’s account of how we can improve our evaluative views through critical
reflection upon them. He writes:

My attitudes ought to be formed from qualities I admire—the proper use of
knowledge, real capacity for sympathy, and so on. If they are not, and if the
use of those capacities and the avoidance of the inferior determinants of opin-
ion would lead me to change, then the resulting attitudes would be not only
different, but better. (1980, p. 79)

These are all fine normative considerations, but theoretical reflection shows that
not all good criticism of our evaluative attitudes is relevant to their correctness.
The feelings one endorses as admirable or desirable may come apart from the
evaluative judgments one accepts. Projectivism faces a conflation problem: it is ill
equipped to differentiate between various kinds of endorsement of our sentiments,
so as to fix on those that constitute evaluative judgment.?

There are various reasons for criticizing (or endorsing) an emotional response,
only some of which are relevant to whether or not the sentiment gets evaluative
matters right. Having done some reading in positive psychology, a person might
come to the conclusion that she would be both happier and more virtuous were
she to become more optimistic. She might decide that the attitude of the optimist,
whose somewhat less accurate view of the world leads her to have fewer regrets
than the pessimist, is “not only different, but better.” Nevertheless, this criticism
of regret has nothing to do with any judgment about what is genuinely regrettable.
Similarly, moral reasons not to feel a sentiment are surely relevant to whether
one endorses it, but they may be irrelevant to whether it is appropriate in the
sense bearing on ascription of the associated evaluative property. Someone who
finds himself envious of a good friend’s promotion might think this reaction
speaks ill of him—envy being one of the deadly sins. His higher-order attitudes
condemn his feelings on moral grounds, as inferior. Yet this does not commit
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him to denying that the promotion is enviable. In short, the trouble for projec-
tivism is that the question of what sentiments or attitudes one endorses feeling
about something is a different question than whether it is truly funny, enviable,
regretable, and so forth.

Projectivists need to find a way of differentiating among the panoply of
higher-order attitudes, so as to distinguish those that constitute an agent’s eval-
uative judgments. But the theory seems barred by its antirealist commitments
from using the most natural idioms for doing so. We need to fix on the attitude
associated with thinking that an emotion gets it right: that the amusing joke really
is funny, the regretted decision truly regrettable, and so on. Call this the judgment
that amusement is a fifting response to its object. A tenable sentimentalism re-
quires an account of fittingness. And the challenge for projectivism is to dem-
onstrate that judgments about the fittingness of emotions, as distinct from generic
endorsements of them, are best understood as noncognitive attitudes. It remains
to be seen whether a projective sentimentalism can develop the resources needed
to solve this conflation problem.

4. DISPOSITIONALISM AND
SENSIBILITY THEORY

Contemporary noncognitivism tries to account for the critical gap not as a dif-
ference between sentimental appearance and evaluative reality, but as a difference
between sentiment and judgment. Since the theory is committed to denying that
evaluative thought is a matter of forming evaluative beliefs that can be true or
false, though, it has some difficulty saying just what constitutes an evaluative
judgment. As we’ve seen, attempts to understand them as higher-order attitudes
toward sentimental responses run into trouble differentiating distinct questions.
Perhaps the critical gap must be approached head-on, as a gap between senti-
mental appearance and reality. Evaluative judgments could then be understood as
beliefs about that reality.

This approach is suggested by the central perceptivist analogy between values
and secondary qualities. Recall the dispositional analysis of color, on which it is
a priori that “X is red if and only if X is such as to look red to normal human
observers under standard conditions.” While this account is circular, in that it
uses red on both sides of the biconditional, it is nevertheless commonly granted
to give a substantive characterization of redness, because it specifies the extension
of this property by appealing to a particular sort of qualitative state (that of seeing
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red). With an account of the property in hand, the dispositionalist can then treat
judgments of redness like ordinary predications: to judge something red is simply
to ascribe that property to it.

Dispositionalism makes room for the possibility of ignorance and error about
colors, which is one of the traditional hallmarks of realism. The mere fact that
something looks red (to someone on some occasion) does not ensure that is red,
because the conditions might be nonstandard. Redness thus maintains a measure
of independence from our beliefs about it, which is a prerequisite for the claim
that redness is a real feature of objects and not a mere figment of our experience.?!
Nevertheless, dispositionalism inevitably forecloses the possibility of ignorance and
error under those privileged conditions. Colors are not entirely independent of
us; they are not primary qualities. Dispositionalism must specify the privileged
conditions for color vision substantially. Were they identified simply as whatever
conditions ensure that appearances are not deceiving, the biconditional would
become trivially true and uninformative.?? Thus ‘standard conditions’ must be
shorthand for some specific set of conditions, presumably having to do with
daylight on earth, under which we are prepared to say that color appearances are
guaranteed to coincide with color reality.

Similarly, sentimentalist dispositionalism about value holds that what it is for
something to possess a specific value is for it to be disposed to produce the
associated sentiment from a specified class of responders under certain conditions.
Evaluative reality is, again, partly independent of human beliefs and reactions,
since our actual sentiments might differ from those we would have under the
privileged conditions. This proposal might even promise to vindicate talk of sen-
timents as perceptions of value, since our sentiments signal the presence of ev-
aluative properties that produce them in us. But there are significant differences
between colors and values, which make the analogy difficult to sustain in crucial
respects. In particular, the task of specifying standard conditions and observers
for evaluative judgment is fraught with difficulty.

The basic problem is that our emotional propensities differ far more than
does our color vision. Moreover, where we do find variation in color perception,
as with colorblindness, we find both a supermajority (to supply a standard of
correct color vision) and an identifiable anatomical deficit (to justify the claim
that colorblind vision is not just different but worse). Recall that the main chal-
lenge for dispositionalism was to identify privileged conditions under which we
are prepared to foreclose the possibility of ignorance and error. This challenge
might be met satisfactorily in the case of color, but it seems hopeless in the case
of value. Even if we could develop the notion of normal emotional response, such
responses would not give a plausible standard of value. It might be normal to be
afraid of spiders, for instance, but that does not suffice to show that they are
fearsome. Whatever standard conditions are chosen, we should not be inclined
to grant that people under those conditions cannot be m