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ABSTRACT 

 

This dissertation both surveys contemporary work in metanormativity and argues for a position 

that I call moderate normative skepticism. I begin by evaluating efforts to characterize the 

normative domain and conclude that while some normative concepts and properties are amenable 

to naturalistic programs of reduction and analysis, other normative concepts and properties are 

not. I proceed to clarify accounts of reasons, reasoning, and rationality; this establishes 

argumentative room to maneuver for my moderate normative skepticism. Next, I evaluate moral 

error theories, which I count as close cousins of my own thesis, and I note how these error 

theories have more profound implications than their authors realize. I claim that, understood 

properly, these error theories extend to the domain of normative reasons in general. I accept and 

defend the extension of error theory as a viable position. In the final chapter of my dissertation, I 

defend my position against charges of self-defeat and attempt to anticipate and defuse potential 

criticisms.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

This dissertation is an enquiry into normative authority—that is, the enquiry into reasons. 

The project is motivated by a collection of tensions. I accept a variety of naturalism; however, this 

leads straightforwardly to a problem: I see no place for normative reasons in a naturalistic 

framework. Certain non-negotiable platitudes of normative authority cannot be satisfied on a 

naturalistic view of the world. If anything were to satisfy the platitudes about reasons, it would 

have to belong to a non-natural dimension of the world. However, I doubt that we could be 

connected to such entities in any significant way. This line of reasoning has led me to skepticism 

about reasons. And, since reasons seem to play such a large role in our lives, this skeptical thesis 

requires a defensible error theory. I will undertake the project of motivating my skeptical position 

and providing an error theory of reasons. The section headings below roughly correspond to the 

sections of the following work. 

The Problem of Normative Authority 

The central problem of my project involves normativity and is guided by the following 

questions. What exactly is normativity? How is it supposed to get its hold on us? How are we 

supposed to get a hold on it? In exploring the answers to these questions I develop an unabashedly 

skeptical position. The truly interesting form of normativity has no home in the natural world and, 

if it is a denizen of some non-natural dimension of the world, this normativity cannot get a grip on 

us and, likewise, we cannot get a grip on it. It would be metaphysically and epistemically 

gratuitous. 
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Although I am proposing a normative skepticism of sorts, I argue that there are genuine 

forms of normativity that are relatively unproblematic. They are unproblematic because they are, 

in a certain sense, trivial.1 These innocuous forms of normativity are, for instance, of the sort that 

institutional frameworks comprise. So legal rules—“No parking after 6pm!”—and norms of 

etiquette—“the salad fork goes to the left of the dinner fork!”—have an uncontentious brand of 

normativity.  

Similarly, I take the rules of mathematics and logic to carry an acceptable normative 

burden—“p and q if p; therefore, q.” Importantly, while I do not claim that mathematics and logic 

are institutional rules, neither do I take mathematics or logic to have a more significant form of 

normativity than, for instance, etiquette.2 

This raises some interesting questions. What do I take normativity to be such that these 

sorts of rules are normative, and what distinguishes the unproblematic forms of normativity from 

the sort that I contend does not exist (or which would be superfluous)? My understanding of 

normativity is heavily indebted to the work of (the early) Philippa Foot, David Brink, and Peter 

Railton.3 On this view of normativity, norms prescribe various actions and serve as standards for 

correctness or evaluation. Considered as such, there is no normative problem. However, some will 

contend that, as such, there is no normativity at all to be had; rather, we are left with a wan mockery 

of true normativity. In order to have true normativity, some might insist, the norms must be 

authoritative. And it is this sort of normativity that I seek to argue against. This is what I am calling 

the problem of normative authority. 

Being clear about this problem involves explaining in what exactly normative authority 

consists. To say that a norm is authoritative is to say that it has the force of a reason. That is, the 

authority is in the reasons.4 Consider a rule of etiquette, for instance, that one ought to place the 
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salad fork to the left of the dinner fork. In itself, it lacks authority; however, if I had a dear aunt 

who lived and died by the rules of etiquette, I might seem to have several reasons to follow the 

norm. I might have a reason stemming from considerations of benevolence; that not setting the 

table appropriately would upset her might be said to give me a reason to follow the norm of 

etiquette. Likewise, I might be said to have a reason stemming from prudence; I could avoid a 

tedious lecture on proper place setting if I just place the forks according to the relevant norms. In 

this sense (which requires much more clarification) reasons provide normative authority. 

It is the normative authority that reasons of this sort provide that I find troubling. As such 

my undertaking is to lay normative reasons to rest by providing a compelling error theory. 

Rationality, Reason, Reasons, and Reasons (Again) 

In order to get clear on what I’m denying, I have to address some issues in the debate about 

the relationship between rationality, reason, normative reasons, and motivating reasons.5 This will 

require some seemingly pedestrian work, but it is work that will be essential for philosophical 

clarity. Here are some distinguishable, though closely interrelated, considerations: 

 

1. Reason as a faculty (or the will) 

a. Theoretical reason 

b. Practical reason 

2. Rationality 

a. Categorial rationality versus normative rationality 

b. Rationality as consistency 

c. Rationality as responding to reasons 

d. Rationality as a virtue 
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e. Rationality as the constructive foundation of reasons 

f. Objective and subjective rationality 

3. Normative reasons 

a. Reductivist accounts of reasons 

b. Nonreductivist accounts of reasons 

c. Pro tanto reasons 

d. All-things-considered reasons 

4. Motivating reasons 

 

As John Broome has pointed out Reason is a mass noun, it denotes a faculty.6 If this faculty 

picks out a will—something based in a supersensible, noumenal self—then I am a skeptic about 

this faculty. However, there are less extravagant ways of making sense of the faculty of Reason. 

If this faculty picks out something along the lines of capacities for deliberation and decision-

making, then I am quite amenable to Reason. However, it is important to keep in mind the 

distinction between Reason, as considered above, and reasons (as a count noun). Much of the 

literature hinges around equivocations between ‘Reason’ and ‘reasons’.7 Reasons are the object of 

my enquiry.8  

Next, there is the distinction between reasons and rationality, around which much of the 

contemporary debate has been centered. This relationship allows us to make sense of the 

distinction between reductionist and non-reductionist views of reasons (or at least one important 

way of drawing the distinction). Christine Korsgaard contends that “we need a reciprocal account 

of rationality and of reasons.”9 She distinguishes two views, which I will call a reductivist account 

of reasons and a nonreductivist account of reasons respectively.10 The nonreductivist strategy 
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(which is a realist or recognitional model) starts with reasons as an unanalyzable primitive, usually 

the idea of a consideration that “counts in favor of” something, be it an action or an attitude.11 It is 

a relation such that when some consideration C counts in favor of some action or attitude A, C is 

a reason to do or have A. For instance (and leaving aside technical complications), the fact that a 

small child is drowning in a shallow pond is thought to count in favor of saving the child or 

intending to save the child. From there the nonreductivist typically defines rationality in terms of 

reasons: to be rational is to be appropriately responsive to reasons. Alternatively, one reductivist 

strategy (e.g. Korsgaard’s Kantian Strategy) begins with an account of rationality and defines 

reasons in terms of rationality. With respect to the debate between the Kantian reductionist and the 

realist nonreductionist, I will assess the relative merits of these competing views and argue in favor 

of a nonreductionist view. My arguments at this point will draw on work by Berys Gaut and Derek 

Parfit.12 I will also seek to evaluate the non-Kantian reductionists about reasons, such as Bernard 

Williams and Michael Smith. While I am much more sympathetic to the non-Kantian reductionists 

about reasons, I will argue that there are problems for their views.13 This leaves the realist 

nonreductionist as the target for the remainder of my discussion. 

Yet another possible source of confusion centers on the controversy regarding normative 

reasons and motivating reasons. I take motivating reasons to be psychological states of agents that 

play a potentially causal and explanatory role with respect to the agents’ behavior. I think of such 

reasons in broadly Davidsonian terms.14 I am not a skeptic about motivating reasons; my 

skepticism extends only to normative reasons and, in fact, the error theoretic account I will explore 

depends on the existence of motivating reasons. I think that a great deal of confusion persists in 

the debate due to carelessness with respect to this distinction. So it should pay to spend at least 

some time marking the distinction, even if it should be familiar territory by now.  
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Error and the Positive Story 

Normativity, and reasons in particular, seems to play an important role in our lives. We 

consider reasons in our first-personal deliberation in trying to figure what we ought to do and what 

we shall do. We defer to the reasons that experts, or the community, provides; in the same vein, 

we offer advice to others in the context of providing them with reasons. We evaluate the conduct 

of others with respect to how they measured up to the reasons available to them. And we also 

appeal to reasons to explain the behavior of others; if someone is reasonable or rational, we expect 

him to be governed by the reasons available to him.15 In addition to the roles that reasons seem to 

play there is an associated phenomenology of at least some deliberation or conversation involving 

reasons—the feeling of normative force. 

Succinctly, here is a list of at least some of the roles we take normative reasons to fill: 

1. Normative reasons are desiderata of first-personal deliberation 

2. Normative reasons are offered in the second-personal stance adopted in offering 

advice and issuing commands 

3. Normative reasons provide explanations of behavior 

4. Normative reasons account for the phenomenology of normative “force” 

 

So, to deny that there are normative reasons is to deny that we are doing what we take ourselves 

to be doing when we engage in activities related to the above roles. In order to make my case to 

my interlocutors I must present an error theory of reasons. A traditional error theory about 

morality, such as J. L. Mackie developed, has a robust ontological commitment; namely, that there 

are no objective moral facts. The error, according to Mackie, is in thinking that there are facts such 

as might provide objective prescriptivity. The error theory I propose will differ in several important 
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respects. Like the more sophisticated error theoretic position advanced by Richard Joyce, the 

precise character of the error varies depending on the target in question. When dealing with a 

naturalistic interlocutor, the error is in thinking that the correct “practical clout” can be accounted 

for. When dealing with the non-naturalist, the error is in thinking that our moral judgments are 

connected with non-natural facts or properties.16 

Many skeptics are content to eliminate moral reasons or categorical reasons. They leave 

other forms of reasons intact, such as reasons that are internal, reasons grounded in instrumental 

rationality, or prudential reasons. I will argue that they have given up the game too soon. Instead, 

a compelling error theoretic position must pursue the problem to the roots of normative authority. 

I will argue that this pursuit takes us deeper than simply moral reasons or categorical reasons. For 

one thing we cannot rely on the instrumental principle as a reason-generating norm. Likewise, 

even those normative reasons that are parasitic on our motivational bases presume too much in the 

way of authority. And at the limit, I will contend that giving normative authority to logic and 

mathematics presumes too much.17 So work by Mackie and Joyce, I will argue, does not pursue 

the problem far enough. As I see it, this is one of the key points where my view departs from 

previous work. 

My account is an attempt to extend Joyce’s version of error theory. I relocate the normative 

problem from morality to reasons in general and I seek to develop a broader error theory on this 

ground. I believe that this project preserves their core insights while preserving their work from 

various problems. Any plausible error theory requires a positive story; the positive side of the error 

theory is the story I must tell to fill in the lacuna left by the extirpation of reasons. My efforts to 

shovel in this explanatory gap will appeal to Joyce’s evolutionary story, Niko Kolodny’s 
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transparency account of rationality, Peter Railton’s account of regulation, and Al Mele’s 

discussion of a purpose/reason theory.18 

Self-Defeating Skepticism 

The most significant challenge to my position is that it is self-undermining. Consider the 

following sketch of the argument. First, let us grant the skeptical thesis that there is no normative 

authority. Then, one might proceed to argue that there is parity between practical reasons and 

theoretical reasons established on the basis of the shared feature of normative authority. It would 

seem to follow that there can be no epistemic reasons either—there are no reasons for belief (and, 

since the skeptic has undermined its justificatory foundations, there is no knowledge either). A 

fortiori, there can be no reason to believe the skeptical conclusion that there are no such reasons. 

But, so the argument goes, this is an absurd conclusion; the skeptic is trying to provide us with a 

reason for believing that there are no reasons. 

Versions of the self-defeating argument have been advanced by Thomas Nagel, Jean 

Hampton, David McNaughton and Piers Rawling, as well as Terence Cuneo.19 I see several 

plausible responses to this argument. First, one can argue that the slope is not as slippery as it is 

supposed; that is, it could be argued that the second premise is false by showing that there is a 

significant difference between the practical and the epistemic. One might seek to do this by 

showing that that the authority of practical reasons is problematic in a way that the authority of 

epistemic reasons is not. An initially plausible strategy is to appeal to an evolutionary genealogy 

in order to demonstrate that the way we are connected to theoretical reasons is different than the 

way that we are connected to practical reasons. I will argue that the contemporary error theorist 

Richard Joyce has the resources to mount this defense, and I will seek to develop it on his behalf.20 
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However, I also intend to consider the possibility that the slide cannot be halted and that 

skepticism about the authority of normativity applies across the board.  Has the skeptic sawed off 

the branch he was sitting on? I think not.  

First, it should be noted that there is a distinction between Reason (the mass noun, which I 

will always capitalize to help distinguish it) and reasons (the count noun). The skeptic might think 

that he has shown that reasoning leads to the conclusion that there are no reasons. The reductio is 

only established when we make a contradictory assumption that the norms of reasoning are 

supported by the authority of reasons; on this assumption, the norms of reasoning would yield 

reasons that contradictorily suggest that there are no reasons. Separating reasoning from reasons 

may short-circuit this problem.  

Secondly, there is a plausible analogue from epistemology that can, I think, sustain the 

skeptic who concedes that there can be no normative reasons. In Epistemology and the Psychology 

of Human Judgment Bishop and Trout argue that justification is not the proper target of 

epistemology. A skeptic of the sort that I have in mind could appropriate elements of this approach 

to leave room for reasoning without reasons.21  

Thirdly, it might be helpful to keep in mind the classic distinction in skeptical literature 

between the pyrrhonian and the academic skeptic. The academic skeptic does end up with an 

untenable conclusion that we know we have no knowledge. The pyrrhonian abstains from 

assertion. Rather, the pyrrhonian approach is to demonstrate that reasons undermine themselves.22 

And then we say no more. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

NORMATIVITY 

 

‘Normativity’ is not an everyday term—I have yet to overhear a discussion explicitly 

involving the term outside of philosophy.23 Rather, ‘normative’ and ‘normativity’ are primarily 

terms of art owned by philosophers and social scientists. As such, looking to ordinary usage 

leaves us in lack of a single precise map with which to navigate about the use of ‘normative’ and 

related terms. Moreover, since being freed from the moorings of ordinary language permits a 

broad latitude of usage of the term the theoretical use of the term is somewhat loose and variable. 

This presents a challenge in exploring and developing metanormative theories. While a 

standardized terminology might be fruitful to philosophical discourse, I will not endeavor to 

impose a consensus. Rather, one important goal of the present chapter is simply to lay the 

terminological foundations of my own project so as to clarify my use of ‘normativity’ and related 

terms. 

Though I take ‘normativity’ to be primarily a term of art, it is a term that philosophers use 

in order to capture a varied and interesting collection of phenomena that is a part of ordinary 

human life. There may be a class of normative concepts that are fundamentally different from 

other concepts or there may be normative features of reality that are fundamentally different 

from non-normative entities. In attempting to understand this collection of phenomena the topic 

of my investigation ranges from a study of the term or concept ‘normativity’ to an attempt figure 

out what normativity is. I should make clear at the start that what I present here cannot 

realistically hope to answer every objection or survey all alternative positions. The aim at this 

point in the dialectic is to clarify my position and to establish its theoretical viability. 
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The two questions “What is ‘normativity’?”—the meaning—and “What is normativity?”-

—the thing referred to—are the guiding questions of this chapter. Though the questions are 

distinct I do not think that they can be addressed independently.24 These questions will further 

serve to introduce the problem that will guide the trajectory of my investigations throughout the 

present work.  I shall call this gravitational center of my work the problem of normative 

authority. I contend that a special sub-class of the normative—the domain of normative 

reasons—presents a solution to this problem. However my position is a nuanced, moderate 

normative skepticism to the effect that this domain is either empty or inaccessible to human 

beings. 

  

Normativity Versus… 

The Normative/Non-Normative Distinction 

Let us begin with a discussion of ‘normativity’. In this section, I will discuss normative 

statements, terms, and concepts. A statement is normative just in case it contains a normative 

term. A term is normative just in case it expresses a normative concept. While I expect that these 

claims will attract widespread acceptance, they are not wholly uncontroversial. W.D. Falk writes 

that on one view of normativity “a normative statement is one like ‘keep off the grass,’ one 

which gives an order, ‘prescribes a norm’.”25 Since ‘keep off the grass’ does not contain a 

normative term, as it stands my way of distinguishing normative from non-normative claims 

would not recognize this imperative, or other imperatives of the sort, as being normative.  

The view of normativity that Falk points out is not wholly without merit; I will consider 

to what extent the classification I’ve endorsed can be extended to include at least those 

imperatives that are frequently brought up as examples of normative claims. Indeed, many 
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imperatives, such as ‘do not steal’, are taken to be normative and, in the spirit of inclusivity, I 

would like to count them as such. Note that the account of normativity mentioned by Falk 

provides two claims: first, imperatives give orders and, secondly, imperatives prescribe norms. I 

take it that not only are giving orders and prescribing norms conceptually separable, but that it is 

plausible that they are substantively distinct; some imperatives command without serving to 

prescribe a norm. When a frustrated pedestrian shouts “get the hell out of my way!” to the slow 

moving people strolling in front of him, he is clearly issuing an order, but it is not so clear that he 

is also prescribing a norm. Some imperatives may, however, both command and prescribe 

norms; these are the imperatives that have a claim to normative status in some sense. 

Taking the above considerations into account, the suggested classification can be refined 

by introducing a distinction between those sentences that are directly normative and those 

sentences that are indirectly normative. A sentence is directly normative just in case it includes a 

normative term. A sentence is indirectly normative just in case it does not include a normative 

term but the context of utterance is such that the statement prescribes a norm or is supported by a 

normative concept.26 

The notion of being “supported by a normative concept” is admittedly unclear, but the 

rough idea is that the sentence in question is at least partly guided by or motivated by a speaker’s 

acceptance of a normative consideration. The notion of “support” a normative consideration 

provides for an imperative such that the imperative is taken to be indirectly normative can be 

elucidated by cases.27 If one person enjoins another, “keep off the grass,” and the context of 

utterance is such that the speaker’s utterance is partly motivated by, for instance, norms of 

etiquette or law, then the imperative is indirectly normative. Although there are some 

conversational differences, the speaker might rephrase his sentence as an explicitly normative 
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claim, e.g., “anyway, you shouldn’t be on the grass.” However, supposing that a speaker issues 

an imperative which neither prescribes a norm nor is supported by a norm, then the imperative is 

not even indirectly normative. If a speaker wishes to bully another or test the effective extent of 

his commands, he may demand that another keep off the grass; however, supposing that his 

claim is not guided by normative considerations, the imperative fails to be indirectly normative. 

In what follows I will be primarily interested in statements that are directly normative; as such, 

when I speak of normative sentences without qualification I mean those that are directly 

normative.28 

 Some claims, and some terms, are mixed; that is, they contain elements that are both 

normative and non-normative. ‘Stealing is wrong and the atomic number of gold is seventy-nine’ 

is a mixed claim, being simply the conjunction of a normative claim ‘Stealing is wrong’ and a 

non-normative claim ‘The atomic number of gold is seventy-nine’. Likewise, some terms (‘thick’ 

ethical terms) are mixed, such as ‘murder’, where murder is a wrongful killing; this term 

expresses a concept that includes both the normative notion of something being wrong, unjust, or 

impermissible and the non-normative notion of something being an instance of killing. For 

simplicity, I will consider mixed statements and terms to be normative; like rotten apples, the 

expression of a normative concept within a statement spoils the rest. This being said, I will turn 

my attention to the philosophical use of ‘normative’ and the distinction between normative and 

non-normative concepts and facts. 

Since normative claims are classified as those claims that include normative terms, it will 

be helpful to mention something regarding those terms that count as normative. The term 

‘normative’ is used in various ways in the literature. Some philosophers use ‘normative’ in what 

I will call the narrow sense.29 Used narrowly, one might refer only to that which belongs to the 
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deontic domain.30 The deontic class “is concerned with what is right or wrong, with what one 

ought to do, with duty and obligation, and so on.”31 Claims of the sort that one must not lie, that 

you should brush your teeth twice daily, or that I really ought to grade ten more exams before 

going home for the night are examples of claims that belong to the deontic domain. 

If this were how one was to use ‘normative’, then the class of normatives could be 

considered to contrast with the class of evaluatives. The normatives would directly indicate 

prescriptions of some sort, whereas the evaluatives assess things relative to some standard. The 

evaluative domain encompasses good and bad, well-made and defective, better and best, worse 

and worst, beautiful and hideous, and so on. Claims that something is a good car, a foolish deed, 

a cowardly man, or the best apple pie in the competition are examples of evaluatives. On this 

way of carving up the terminology, ‘ought’ is classified as normative but not evaluative, whereas 

‘good’ is classified as evaluative but not normative. As long as one is clear about one’s use of the 

term, I see nothing terribly problematic with the narrow sense; however, this is not how I will 

use ‘normative’. When I apply ‘normative’, it will be in what I call the inclusive, or broad, sense 

that encompasses both the evaluative and the deontic domains. Normative considerations serve a 

diverse range of functions (which encompass the first, second, and third personal perspectives): 

they function as evaluations, criticism, and praise; they can play the role of guiding action or 

choice, both in first-personal deliberation and in providing advice or commands. While directives 

are typically restricted to agents, evaluatives apply to agents, events, actions, states of affairs, 

and other objects.32 

In keeping with my inclusive use of the term, the normative is a much broader domain 

than the ethical; the ethical is a subdomain of the normative. If one says “you should donate to 

charity,” one is making a claim that belongs both to the ethical (at least, usually) and the 
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normative. I qualified the categorization with ‘usually’ because if one is claiming “you ought to 

give to charity (or else I won’t give you the antidote to the toxin you’ve ingested),” then the 

practical claim may be normative, but fail to be ethical. To offer another example, to say that 

Richard is a good torturer, is not the same as saying that Richard is morally good; however, it 

remains a normative statement. All first-order ethical statements are at least partly normative, but 

not vice versa. This is an important point. Much of normativity gets obscured by accounts that 

focus exclusively on the ethical dimension of normativity.  

It is not entirely clear that the concept of normativity (here, and henceforth, considered 

broadly) admits of a rigorous and informative analysis. Trivially, ‘normative’ contrasts with 

‘non-normative’. But to say that a concept is normative if and only if it is not non-normative, 

while presumably true, is not very informative.33 We can do better than this by providing 

paradigm cases of normative concepts and training ourselves to recognize the distinction, but I 

will not pretend to offer a full set of necessary and sufficient conditions. Perhaps this is to be 

expected: after all, the normative crosses many domains, such as law, prudence, and morality; 

moreover, the normative serves diverse functions in deliberation and evaluation. However, as I 

mentioned above, we can provide an elucidation of the roles of normative concepts and the 

relations that obtain among the various normative concepts, if not an analysis. Moreover, since I 

take ‘normative’ to be a term of art, the project is somewhat simplified by allowing me to pick 

out characteristic uses in the philosophical literature; if nothing else, this should allow me to 

position myself within the dialectic. 

The Normative/Natural Distinction 

Stopping at the division of normative and non-normative might strike some as being too 

timid and insufficiently illuminating. It would shed at least some light on the normative if we 
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could provide a more substantive opposition. A more brazen distinction than that between the 

normative and non-normative is the attempt to divide the relevant terrain into the normative 

domain, on one side, and the natural domain on the other. 

Famously, G. E. Moore proposed an argument against all forms of ethical naturalism.34 

Moore contended that goodness was a simple, indefinable property; as such, goodness cannot be 

identified with any other property, though he was specifically interested in refuting naturalistic 

identification. As Sturgeon points out, Moore’s argument can be applied to moral properties 

besides goodness, such as rightness.35 Likewise, the argument can be further expanded to 

nonmoral, normative properties.36 So, a quick look at the supposed “naturalistic fallacy” will 

help to set the stage for the attempt to develop a clear-cut categorical distinction between the 

natural and the normative. 

Sturgeon identifies three important assumptions of Moore’s argument.37 I call the first the 

definability thesis: 

If goodness is a natural property, then there must be some correct property-

identity of the form “Goodness =  ,” where what goes in the blank is a term 

standing for a natural property. 

The definability thesis assumes that the naturalist must pursue a reductive identification of 

goodness (or some other normative property) with a non-normative, natural term. 

I call the second assumption that Sturgeon points out the synonymy thesis: 

Any statement identifying property identifications of the sort employed in the 

definability thesis can be correct only if the terms are synonymous for a 

competent speaker who understands them both. 
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The synonymy thesis links property identifications to synonymy by supposing that the 

identifications are a priori and that a priori identifications of properties will be transparent to 

competent users of the identified terms.  

Sturgeon claims that Moore’s third assumption was that he had a reliable test for 

synonymy; call this assumption the synonymy test: 

Substitution of synonyms for one another should preserve the thought or 

proposition that a sentence, as used in a given context, expresses. 

Taken together, these assumptions yield Moore’s Open Question Argument. 

 The first five premises of the following loose formulation are meant to demonstrate the 

logical machinery of the open question argument: 

1. A naturalistic account of normativity is committed to property identification 

claims of the sort that some normative property x is identical to y (where ‘y’ is a 

term for a natural property). (From the definability thesis) 

2. For any pair x and y, if x is identical to y, then x is a priori (or analytically) 

equivalent to y.  (From the synonymy thesis) 

3. For any pair x and y, if x and y are a priori equivalent, the question “there is 

some z such that z is y, but is z x?” will not be open. (From the synonymy test) 

4. For any pair x and y, if the question “there is some z such that z is y, but is z 

x?” is not open, then we cannot assert that “z is y” and deny that “z is x” without 

contradiction. 

Suppose that a naturalist S provides some analysis that x is y (according to the definability thesis, 

the naturalist must start with this step). If x and y mean the same thing S should be able take the 

question “z is y, but is z x?” and substitute the equivalent question “z is y, but is z y?” to which 
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the answer must always be “yes.” So when x and y mean the same thing, y can’t be asserted and 

x denied without contradiction. However, if one can assert that z is y and deny that z is x it 

follows that x and y don’t mean the same thing, in which case “z is y, but is z x?” is an open 

question. If “z is y, but is z x?” is an open question then x and y are not a priori equivalent; 

hence, x is not y. 

 The following premises fill in how this works in the normative case (using an example 

drawn from the ethical domain of normativity): 

5. Goodness is pleasure. (assumed for r.a.a.) 

6. Goodness is a priori equivalent to pleasure. (2, 5 Modus Ponens) 

7. But we can assert that “z is pleasure” and deny that “z is good” without 

contradiction.  

8. It follows that “z is pleasure, but is z good?” is an open question. (4, 7 Modus 

Tollens) 

9. Hence, good is not a priori equivalent to pleasure. (3, 8 Modus Tollens) 

10. Therefore, it is not the case that goodness is pleasure. (5-9 r.a.a.) 

 The argument is unsound and there are several different criticisms that naturalists can 

propose with varying degrees of plausibility. First, a naturalist might suggest that the definability 

thesis is false. Nicholas Sturgeon proposes just such a nonreductive version of ethical naturalism. 

Sturgeon’s nonreductive account can be expanded to cover normative domains other than 

morality; call this expanded view Wide Naturalism.38 Consider first, in cases of ‘water is H2O’ 

or, suppose, ‘moral rightness is maximizing happiness’ there is a reductive property 

identification; in the moral case a nonethical term  ‘maximizing happiness’ and an ethical term 

‘moral rightness’ are used to express this property identification: maximizing happiness = moral 
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rightness.  Opposed to this reductive version of naturalistic ethics Sturgeon discusses a view he 

calls Nonreductive Naturalism.39 Sturgeon proposes that if goodness is a natural property, then in 

virtue of being self-identical goodness is identical with a natural property. That is, on the 

nonreductive version of naturalism we need not express the property identification using a 

nonethical term on one side an ethical term on the other; rather, “moral rightness = moral 

rightness.” The ethical term is already a naturalistic term and we may altogether lack a 

nonethical term to substitute on one side of the property-identity statement. If Wide Naturalism 

is correct, we do not even get so far as the first premise of the Open Question Argument. We will 

return to the investigation of Wide Naturalism later. 

Alternatively, a naturalist might reject the synonymy thesis. To see this suppose that we 

consider the claim that Hesperus is Phosphorus. The terms ‘Hesperus’ and ‘Phosphorus’ need not 

be synonymous for competent speakers of the language; however, Hesperus is Phosphorus – they 

are both the planet Venus. Further, consider the claim that water is H2O. Again, ‘water’ and 

‘H2O’ don’t mean the same thing but they are the same thing; that is, both terms refer to the 

same substance. Since the above identifications are correct even though the terms employed in 

the identifications are not synonymous for competent speakers of the language, it seems as 

though the synonymy thesis is false. Premise (2) of my sketch of the reasoning in Moore’s 

argument relies on the synonymy thesis; as such, it seems as though the argument is unsound 

because premise (2) is false. 

 However, a response is available on Moore’s behalf. To assess claims such as 

‘Phosphorus is Venus’ or ‘water is H2O’ we can build scientific instruments (e.g. telescopes) that 

provide us with a posteriori verification of the proposed identifications. However, with ethics the 

only tools we have are in our heads (so the argument goes). This suggests that, while the open 
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question argument is not an all-purpose tool, it does have a role to play when ‘good’ or other 

normative terms are the proposed analysandum. 

 A naturalist (particularly of the Cornell variety) might rejoin that this defense of Moore is 

begging the question against the naturalist by presupposing that the venture needs to be carried 

out as an a priori analysis. It might be argued that, of course, if we demand that the identification 

of good with some natural property be conducted a priori, naturalism is bound to fail. However, 

what naturalism is proposing is an a posteriori venture. This is sometimes put by asserting that 

ethical naturalism is not about what moral terms like ‘good’ or ‘right’ mean but by what ‘good’ 

or ‘right’ are. James Rachels writes, “So Moore’s arguments cast no doubt on ethical naturalism, 

understood as a thesis about the nature of things.”40 

 However, as Michael Smith points out, this tactic by the naturalist fails; claims such as 

the one made by Rachels ignore the role of the a priori in conceptual analysis.41 The naturalist 

fixes some moral term M to some natural feature F. So, a naturalist might be inclined to assert 

that goodness is maximizing pleasure or that the right act is the act that promotes social stability. 

Then, by investigating the world they can determine whether or not something maximizes 

pleasure or promotes social stability, which in turn allows the naturalist to conclude whether or 

not object O is good or that act A is right. However, in fixing the reference of moral terms to 

natural features the naturalist is presupposing certain a priori claims about the connection 

between a moral term M and the natural feature F. So the endeavor of the naturalist has not 

circumvented the a priori after all; hence, according to Smith, the naturalistic account still seems 

to be subject to the open question argument. 

It should be noted that Smith’s argument against rival naturalists is dependent on the 

semantic theory he adopts. Smith is a proponent of Lewis-Ramsey-Carnap-Jackson semantics. 
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Conceptual analysis is important for picking out the constraints, or platitudes, of a concept. 

Moreover, the terms are embedded in a large, holistic functional framework where the terms are 

interconnected and interdefined.42 First, the relevant theory is produced by conceptual analysis; 

then, a posteriori investigation reveals which descriptive property the normative property is, but 

the candidate descriptive properties are constrained by the platitudes revealed by conceptual 

analysis. This is a sophisticated semantic theory and it is subject to debate by rival naturalists 

(such as Cornell realists). Suppose that Richard Boyd is correct and the reference of terms like 

‘good’ or ‘wellbeing’ to kinds is established by the causal regulation of those terms by the kinds. 

Then, it seems plausible that natural and social sciences could discover mechanisms of causal 

regulation in virtue of which statements incorporating normative terms are true.43 Supposing that 

this is the appropriate theory of reference for the normative terms under investigation, then it 

might be argued that the work of discovering what the normative properties are can be carried 

out a posteriori. However, more extensive evaluation of this project requires a better account of 

how the investigation of the causally regulating referents can be carried out without even a 

minimal a priori analysis. Not to mention it needs to be shown to be a superior semantic theory 

for normative terms and concepts. Having noted the challenges, I will set these complications 

aside for the time being. 

 Even supposing that the naturalist’s attack on the a priori component of the synonymy 

thesis is unsuccessful, there are other ways that the thesis can be challenged. The synonymy 

thesis supposes that a priori analysis will be transparent in such a way that competent users of the 

language will treat the analysandum and the analysans as synonymous. But this is dubious; the 

openness of mathematical questions is much more problematic for Moore than the possibility of 

necessary a posteriori identity. Mathematics, unlike claims about Venus or H2O, is based on a 
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priori reasoning. As with ethics, the only tools we need are in our heads. However, certain 

questions in mathematics seem to be open. Sometimes surprising discoveries are made (think 

Cantor or Godel) and many complex mathematical expressions are open to being questioned. 

Hence, premise 2 of the open question argument seems to be false: we can have mathematical 

expressions that are a priori equivalent yet it is an open question whether or not they are 

equivalent. 

 Still a defender of Moore need not concede defeat. Moore needs to be able to argue that 

while the open question argument fails for mathematics, it can hold for ethics. Fortunately (for 

Moore), such an argument can be provided on his behalf. Mathematical reasoning can be 

astoundingly complex; this complexity is what obfuscates the a priori equivalence. And, to be 

fair, this complexity can enter into ethical reasoning as well when considering the balance of 

moral options in complex cases; however, understanding ‘good’ is not like this. Ordinary people 

have an immediate grasp of ‘good’, we don’t require the moral equivalent of Ramanujan’s 

mathematical prowess to understand ‘good’. So, the open question argument works under the 

restrictions that we are asking about ethical properties like ‘good’ or ‘right’; again, it is not an 

all-purpose tool but the argument is plausibly suitable for restricted ethical questions. 

 Michael Smith provides a more interesting take on the open question argument.44 He 

argues that the open question argument is based on confusion with regards to the proper use of 

conceptual analysis. Construed this way, Smith is attacking premise (3) of the open question 

argument: Smith asserts that even if x and y are a priori equivalent, the question “z is y, but is z 

x?” can be open. If Smith is right, then even the limited use of the open question argument in 

ethical cases when pertaining to moral concepts like good or right will fail. Another way to put 

this is as follows: Smith provides an argument that naturalists can’t circumvent Moore’s 
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argument simply by claiming to eschew a priori analyses; however, Smith’s argument saves 

Moore from that criticism at the expense of invoking an account of conceptual analysis that 

provides a different, more destructive argument against Moore.  

 The following is Smith’s account of conceptual analysis: 

When we try to analyze a concept, what are we trying to do? The answer is 

roughly this. There are all sorts of constraints on the way we use various words. 

Consider color words as an example. It is a constraint on the proper use of color 

words that we use them to pick out properties that cause us to have certain visual 

experiences; a constraint that we use them to pick out features that are more 

reliably detected in daylight than in the dark; a constraint that people’s use of 

them is especially likely to be defective if there is something wrong with their 

eyes; and so on and so forth. When we try to come up with an analytic equivalent 

of “x is red”, our task is to come up with something that captures this complex set 

of constraints: that is, to come up with an account of what redness means that 

entails them. When we say that “redness” and “the property of objects that causes 

them to look red to normal perceivers under standard conditions” are analytically 

or a priori equivalent this is what we have in mind.45 

On this account of conceptual analysis the proper analysans can be opaque; that is, it need not be 

obvious. Moreover, even a correct identification of a priori equivalent concepts can be open to 

question. If this is right, then the open question argument is unsound and, consequently, poses no 

threat to the ethical naturalist. The mistake in the open question argument, then, is not merely a 

possible mistake, it really is a mistake in Moore’s criticisms of the definition of good: premise 

(3) seems to be false. 
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 The following counterargument might be proposed. Smith’s solution presupposes that 

good or right are complex concepts, but that can’t be true. Good is not a wildly complex notion 

(this takes up the worry previously expressed in the case of mathematical complexity). However, 

all that Smith supposes is that the concept might be best captured by a complex set of constraints, 

which might be true even of simple concepts. Moreover, the proper conceptions or analysantia of 

many concepts are complex. However, this does not prohibit their use by normal individuals. 

One does not need to be a genius to properly apply the concept of an intention although the 

analysis of intentions may involve a complex set of constraints. This is different than the case of 

a complex mathematical equation since one presumably cannot make use of the equation unless 

he can work it out. In fact, the mathematical problem seems more analogous to the problem of 

working out one’s actual obligation in a complex moral case. 

 Yet another concern for Moore’s Open Question Argument is that on the semantic 

account proposed by Smith and Jackson, we are working towards a mature theory. Since the 

current theory is unlikely to be mature, it is no wonder that synonymy does not obtain for the 

terms that will pick out the descriptive properties corresponding to the normative terms. Even if 

synonymy has merit, the synonymy will hold between terms in the mature theory and the 

descriptive properties, not between the terms of the immature theory and the descriptive 

properties. 

 I don’t want to close the case on a point that relies on Lewis-Ramsey-Carnap-Jackson 

semantics, however. So let it be noted that even if we reject the semantic picture that Smith 

proposes, Moore’s synonymy thesis and the test for synonymy seem to be false. Sturgeon notes 

that Moore’s synonymy test is to too stringent to be reliable; it delivers false negatives. Take the 

synonyms ‘brother’ and ‘male sibling’. Sturgeon writes, “in thinking that a brother is a male 
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sibling we seem to be thinking more than just that a brother is a brother.”46 Moreover, the 

concepts of brother and male sibling seem to be simple (relative to complex mathematical 

analyses). No matter which way Moore turns, he is hedged in by compelling naturalist responses. 

Perhaps contemporary theorists fare better. 

Derek Parfit, among others, appeals to the following way of dividing the normative from 

the non-normative.47 Parfit provides two lists of words: 

A: wrong, right, ought, should, good, bad, excellent, mediocre. 

B: kill, crimson, square, electric, cause, city, marble, alive, sister, tall, unexpected. 

Parfit notes that the words in list A are normative and the words in list B are naturalistic. 

Statements of natural facts are constructed using naturalistic words. Regarding natural facts 

Parfit writes, “some fact is natural, on one common definition, if facts of this kind are 

investigated or discussed by people who are working in any of the natural or social sciences.”48 

Parfit appeals to these lists to introduce a deep and interesting distinction between the normative 

and the natural. Normative terms of the sort included in list A are not naturalistic and naturalistic 

terms of the sort included in list B are not normative. Likewise, normative facts stated using 

terms of the sort belonging to list A are not natural and natural facts stated using terms of the sort 

that belong to list B are not normative.49 Among other upshots of this distinction (provided that 

Parfit is correct), naturalists would be placed in the uncomfortable position of either accepting a 

thoroughgoing normative skepticism or abandoning naturalism. However, making the case for an 

exclusive distinction between the normative and the natural is tendentious, to put it mildly.  

First of all, as already noted, there are statements that include terms that are mixed 

normative terms, such as ‘courageous’. While I’ve categorized thick concepts as normative, this 

classificatory move was largely stipulative, serving the purpose of simplification. The stipulation 
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is not troublesome as long as the categorization is merely between normative and non-normative 

concepts. However, without further argument, separating the normative from the non-normative 

as I’ve done above and, then, proceeding to identify the non-normative exclusively with the 

natural becomes a question begging maneuver when a substantive philosophical issue hangs in 

the balance, such as a strict division between the normative and the natural.50 

Consider one of the difficulties Parfit encounters in arguing against naturalistic accounts 

of normativity. However, Parfit finds the above mentioned gloss on naturalism—that some fact 

is natural if facts of this kind are investigated or discussed by people who are working in any of 

the natural or social sciences—to be unsatisfactory. Before reviewing Parfit’s arguments, allow 

me to make a note about facts. Parfit develops his arguments in terms of facts; at issue is the 

distinction between normative facts and natural facts. Parfit doesn’t make the language of facts 

entirely clear; this can be tricky territory that dredges up complex metaphysical concerns.51 For 

the purposes of the discussion I will take facts to be true statements. While Parfit rejects a 

metaphysical stance, I will count a fact as normative when the truthmakers of the statement are 

normative entities.52 I will count a fact as natural when the truthmakers of the statement are 

natural entities. Finally, I will count a fact as both natural and normative when the truthmakers 

are entities that are both natural and normative.53 While this clarification is at odds with the 

“negative” metaphysical position that Parfit adopts I do not think that it unfairly weighs for or 

against Parfit’s discussion with respect to the arguments that follow. Moreover, I hope this will 

allow me to slip between discussion of natural and normative facts to discussion of natural and 

normative properties without significant confusion.54 

Parfit first attempts to show that Analytic Naturalism is false. By Analytic Naturalism 

Parfit means the theory of normativity on which “normative words have meanings that can be 
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analysed or defined by using naturalistic words.”55 An initial concern is that we need some way 

to make a distinction between normative and natural terms that does not prejudge the issue 

against naturalism. However, let’s put this concern aside since there are more significant 

problems with Parfit’s argument. 

Much of Parfit’s case against Analytic Naturalism relies on his sense of what it is to be a 

substantive normative claim. However, his account of these claims is problematic on the basis of 

some of the same issues that plagued Moore’s argument against ethical naturalism. First, Parfit 

defines a conceptual or linguistic normative claim. He writes:56 

Conceptual or linguistic normative claims: Some normative claim is conceptual or 

linguistic when this claim is about some normative concept, or the meaning of 

some normative word or phrase. 

Parfit opposed the notions of a conceptual or linguistic normative claim to a substantive 

normative claim:57 

Substantive normative claims: Some normative claim is substantive when this 

claim both (a) states that something has some normative property and (b) is 

significant, by being a claim with which we might disagree, or which might be 

informative, by telling us something that we didn’t already know. 

The normative claims of Analytic Naturalism provide conceptual or linguistic normative claims, 

but there is the further question of whether the normative claims of Analytic Naturalism are also 

substantive. 

Parfit notes that some normative claims are tautologies. Tautologies come in two 

varieties: open tautologies that use the same word twice, ‘wrong acts are wrong’, and concealed 

tautologies, which use different words with the same meaning, ‘illicit acts are wrong’.58 Of 
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course, Parfit claims that neither form of tautology is substantive. Since Analytic Naturalism is 

the position that normative claims mean the same as naturalistic claims, it fails to be substantive 

provided that Parfit is right. However, since all complete analytic identifications are at the very 

least concealed tautologies, if Parfit’s position amounts to the claim that no concealed tautologies 

can be substantive, then no complete analyses can be either something over which competent 

speakers can disagree or provide new information. 

 The responses to Parfit are similar to ones made against Moore. The claim to be defended 

against Parfit is that concealed tautologies can be substantive normative claims in his sense; they 

can be substantive because they can be normative claims about which we might disagree, or 

which might be informative, telling us something that we didn’t already know. First, there might 

be highly complex moral analyses. Similar to the moral functionalist story, there might a 

normative functionalist story. Input clauses would tell us what kinds of situations described in 

nonnormative terms warrant what kinds of descriptions in normative terms, internal role clauses 

would articulate the interconnections between various normative claims, and output clauses 

would take us from normative judgments to facts about motivation and behavior. Since the 

normative concepts on the functionalist account are holistically interdefined among this large 

web, we can expect that the analysis is complex and opaque. Moreover, as with the moral 

functionalist account, the analyses can yield new information as we progress from an immature 

normative theory to a mature normative theory.  

By no means do I wish to rest on a normative functionalist account. The point of 

introducing normative functionalism is merely to demonstrate the inadequacies of Parfit’s 

reliance on the notion of substantive normative facts to exclude the possibility of an analytic 

account of normativity. The same points addressed more generally: our concepts are analytically 
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opaque. This is the resolution to so-called paradox of analysis on which both Moore’s Open 

Question Argument and Parfit’s rejection of possibility of substantive analytic claims turn. Our 

concepts are not a part of our explicitly conscious experience and we cannot see them by turning 

a mental eye inwards. Many of our concepts are revealed in use, not by explicit pronouncements 

of the shape of a concept in terms of necessary and sufficient conditions (or otherwise). As such, 

we can learn new things about our concepts and develop new analyses that are informative even 

if they are only capturing the meaning of those concepts. 

Parfit has benefited from the century of philosophical development since Moore and he is 

better placed to discuss Non-Analytic versions of Naturalism. Parfit provides the following 

disambiguation of stating facts. “When we call any [normative] fact ‘natural’ in the reductive 

sense, we mean that this fact could be restated by making some non-normative and naturalistic 

claim.”59 Parfit disambiguates two ways of stating the same fact: first, there is the informational 

sense in which two claims state the same fact “when these claims give us the same information;” 

secondly, there is the referential sense in which two claims state the same fact “when these 

claims refer to the same things and ascribe the same properties to these things.”60 In the 

referential sense ‘water is H2O’ and ‘water is water’ state the same fact (we have simply 

substituted co-referring terms). It is this referential sense that is relevant for reductive naturalism. 

Supposing a stock Utilitarian version of reductive ethical naturalism for the sake of exposition, 

the claim ‘you ought to donate a fifth of your income to Oxfam’ could be restated as ‘donating a 

fifth of your income to Oxfam would maximize happiness’. This allows Parfit to provide an 

account of reductive Naturalism: “Normative facts are all natural in the reductive sense.”61  

Nicholas Sturgeon, however, may adhere to a version of naturalistic ethics that doesn’t fit 

well within Parfit’s account of reductive naturalism. Consider first, in cases of ‘water is H2O’ or, 
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suppose, ‘moral rightness is maximizing happiness’ there is a reductive property identification; 

in the moral case a nonethical term  ‘maximizing happiness’ and an ethical term ‘moral 

rightness’ are used to express this property identification: maximizing happiness = moral 

rightness.  Opposed to this reductive version of naturalistic ethics Sturgeon discusses a view he 

calls Nonreductive Naturalism.62 Sturgeon proposes that if goodness is a natural property, then in 

virtue of being self-identical goodness is identical with a natural property. That is, on the 

nonreductive version of naturalism we need not express the property identification using a 

nonethical term on one side and an ethical term on the other; rather, “moral rightness = moral 

rightness.” The ethical term is already a naturalistic term and we may altogether lack a 

nonethical term to substitute on one side of the property-identity statement. Parfit considers a 

view like Sturgeon’s, which he dubs Wide Naturalism. On this version of normative naturalism 

“Normative facts would be natural facts even if such facts are irreducibly normative, because 

these facts could not possibly be restated in non-normative terms.”63 

This raises the question of how we might draw the line between a natural, irreducible, 

normative fact and a nonnatural, irreducible, normative fact. Parfit follows Sturgeon in 

suggesting the Causal Criterion: facts of some kind “might be claimed to be natural if such facts 

‘play a causal role in the natural world’.”64 Parfit raises two concerns for this criterion. First, he 

alleges that the Causal Criterion is too narrow. After all, “there are many kinds of natural fact 

that do not play any causal role.”65 But the “too narrow” concern does not raise a real problem. 

The Causal Criterion only provides a sufficient condition for being a naturalistic fact, not a 

necessary condition. It is sufficient for my being male that I am a bachelor, but being a bachelor 

does not account for all things that are male; nonetheless, being a bachelor is a criterion that 

correctly sorts entities into the category of being male. Likewise, let it be granted that the Causal 
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Criterion alone cannot account for the naturalness of all naturalistic properties, this does not 

demonstrate that the criterion is false or uninteresting. It would be an impressive result if the 

Causal Criterion correctly sorts ethical properties in the category of natural properties whether or 

not it leaves some other naturalistic properties unsorted. It may simply be the case that other 

naturalistic properties must earn the tag ‘natural’ via other means. 

The second concern that Parfit raises is that playing a causal role is not sufficient for a 

fact being natural; that is, we should not “assume that all causes of natural facts must be 

natural.”66 I take this concern seriously; however, I am uncertain about the argument that Parfit 

provides. To demonstrate the insufficiency of the Causal Criterion as a criterion for the 

naturalness of facts Parfit appeals to supernatural entities, such as God. To be sure if God or 

other supernatural entities exist and provide good causal explanations, then, because a 

supernatural entity does not belong to the natural order of the world, the Causal Criterion is false. 

The argument can be loosely reconstructed as follows; first, assume for reductio that:67 

(1) For any fact, if that fact provides a good causal explanation of natural facts, 

that fact is natural. (from the Causal Criterion) 

However, Parfit takes it for granted that: 

(2) If it were the case that the Universe was created by God, the fact that God 

created the Universe would provide a good causal explanation of natural facts. 

Henceforth, let us designate the fact that God created the Universe as G. From (1) and (2) it 

should follow that: 

(3) G is a natural fact. 

But, as Parfit notes: 

(4) God is supernatural. 
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Though Parfit doesn’t provide much help on this point, in order to keep the formulations in the 

language of facts we can suppose that if the relevant truthmakers of some fact are supernatural, 

the fact is a supernatural fact.68 So, taking God (or His act of creation) to be the truthmaker of G: 

(5) G is a supernatural fact. 

A supernatural fact is not a natural fact by common definition, from which we can extract the 

following premise: 

(6) If a fact is supernatural, it is not a natural fact.69 

(7) G is not a natural fact. 

Premises (3) and (7) yield the reductio of (1), the Causal Criterion.  

Parfit extends this argument to show how normative facts might gain admittance into the 

best explanation of the world. On what Parfit calls the Axiarchic view, this world is the best 

possible world because it is the best; God created the actual world because it is the best possible 

world. The normative property of being the best world plays a fundamental role in the 

explanation of reality. Since the manner in which the normative properties provide an 

explanation according to the Axiarchic view proceeds by way of a supernatural intermediary, the 

explanation is not a naturalistic one. As such, the Causal Criterion does not satisfactorily 

establish that normative properties are natural despite their explanatory role on this account. 

At least that’s how the argument is supposed to work. I doubt that this argument would 

have much persuasive force against naturalists such as Sturgeon, who writes: 

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.70 
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So it seems that ethical naturalists of Sturgeon’s variety will reject at least one crucial premise in 

Parfit’s argument. Some naturalists might want to object to premise (2). Of course, premise (2) is 

not threatened merely by the claim that God does not exist; the stronger counterclaim, that God 

could not exist, is required. Whether or not this strategy succeeds depends on the appropriate 

way to handle counterfactuals with necessarily false antecedents. However, on a Lewisian 

semantics for counterfactuals with necessarily false antecedents (2) is true because any statement 

at all is implied by a necessarily false statement. It is more promising to point out that since God 

does not exist in any world G is not a fact; there is no world where G obtains. This strategy 

avoids labeling G, the fact that God created the Universe, as a natural fact. Since G is not a fact, 

it is not a natural fact, nor is it a supernatural fact. Both premises (3) and (7), required for the 

reductio, are false. 

 While this response on behalf of the naturalist looks promising, it relies on being able to 

successfully argue that, necessarily, God does not exist. I think this argument can be made. Some 

version of the argument from evil excludes a specific conception of God that includes as a 

package-deal omnipotence, omniscience, benevolence, and necessary existence. The following 

sketch covers ground that continues to be philosophically contested. To begin: extraordinary 

suffering exists, the existence of which is incompatible with the existence of an omniscient, 

omnipotent, benevolent God and, so, He does not exist in the actual world. Since the concept of 

such a God includes necessary existence, He exists in all accessible possible worlds if He exists 

in any accessible possible world. But since He doesn’t exist in our world, He doesn’t exist in all 

possible worlds. Since He doesn’t exist in all possible worlds, God (conceived as a necessary 

being) doesn’t exist in any possible world. Therefore, since a statement that is not true for any 
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possible world is necessarily false, the statement ‘God exists’ is necessarily false. Supposing 

some version of this sketch of an argument is successful, Parfit’s argument does not succeed. 

 Celebrations are premature for the naturalist because, even granting the success of some 

relevant version of the argument from evil, Parfit’s argument can be reformulated to avoid this 

particular concern. The argument from evil does nothing to rule out less demanding conceptions 

of supernatural beings such as, say, Zeus; nor does the argument from evil exclude other non-

natural entities such as Cartesian substances. While I do not believe that any such entities 

actually exist it is much more difficult to demonstrate that they do not exist in any possible 

world. (Even David Lewis accepted that, although no gods are our worldmates, countless gods 

populate other possible worlds.)71 Again, however, the naturalist can’t rest his case on denying 

that supernatural entities exist in the actual world; it is enough to falsify the Causal Criterion if 

supernatural entities occupy other possible worlds and provide good causal explanations of 

reality. 

 The naturalist has several avenues of response at this point. He could forge ahead and 

deny that supernatural beings exist in any world. I do not know how to help the naturalist make 

this argument. A second possible strategy for responding to Parfit is to deny that any 

supernatural entity could supply a good causal explanation; perhaps by developing some version 

of an argument that relies on an interaction problem between supernatural and natural kinds. A 

third possible strategy for the naturalist is to defend the claim that if some entity really does 

provide a good causal explanation, then it is natural, be it god or otherwise. This strategy 

amounts to rejecting claims of the sort made by premise (4). A fourth possible strategy is to 

reject or modify the Causal Criterion such that the criterion is no longer sufficient, or at least no 

longer individually sufficient, to classify facts as natural. However, following the fourth strategy 
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would place a heavy dialectical burden on the Wide Naturalist to explain in what sense 

nonreductive normative entities counted as natural. 

 A combination of the second and third strategies seems to be the most promising route 

for the naturalist to take. Consider David Armstrong’s characterization of naturalism. He defines 

naturalism as “the doctrine that reality consists of nothing but a single all-embracing spatio-

temporal system.”72 Call this the spatio-temporal definition of the natural (SDN). This definition 

is combined with what we can call the causal closure of Nature thesis (CCN): “Nature, the 

spatio-temporal system, is a causally self-enclosed system. We have rather good scientific 

reasons to believe that, whatever occurs in this system, if it has a cause at all, is caused solely by 

other events (processes etc.) in the spatio-temporal system.”73 On this way of working out 

naturalism CCN seems like nothing more than the Causal Criterion enriched with a spatio-

temporal account of Nature. However, the naturalists can attempt to use the spatio-temporal 

refinement of their theory to support CCN. 

Jaegwon Kim considers several challenges to Cartesian substance dualism.74 Of 

particular relevance for our discussion Kim investigates interaction problems between Cartesian 

substances and material bodies; these interaction problems raise general worries for causal 

interaction between natural and nonnatural entities. Suppose an event, Jones firing a gun (C1), is 

the cause of a second event, Smith’s death (E1). Further suppose that another event, Black firing 

a gun (C2), is the cause of Jane’s death (E2). Kim argues that there must be some relation R that 

grounds and explains the cause and effect pairing (why is C1 the cause of E1 rather than E2?). 

Kim cashes out the pairing relation, R, in terms of spatio-temporal relations. Call this the spatio-

temporal account of the pairing relation (SP). 
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These resources might allow a naturalist to employ a combination of the second and third 

strategies mentioned above for responding to the modification of Parfit’s argument. First, 

supposing that a nonnatural entity lacks extension (is outside of space and, hence, space-time), 

then nonnatural entities and natural entities lack the relations that provide causal pairing of the 

events in which the entities figure. The nonnaturalist can deny SP but this move shifts the 

dialectical burden back to the nonnaturalist: if nonnatural entities lack extension, how can they 

be causally paired with natural entities? The naturalist will claim that the nonnaturalist owes the 

rest of us an explanation. Secondly, supposing that the nonnaturalist claims that certain 

normative properties are both nonnatural and causally efficacious by way of satisfying SP (and, 

hence, bear spatiotemporal relations), the distinction between natural and nonnatural has become 

exceedingly unclear. 

I have provided sketches of arguments between Wide Naturalists and nonnaturalists. 

Hopefully, this clarifies the opposition and possible developments in the argument. However, 

I’m not taking a resolute stance on the above arguments. There are too many murky 

considerations that need to be better resolved. Is this really the best account of naturalism? Does 

Kim provide the correct account of the pairing relation? Does the pairing relation even need to be 

cashed out in other terms or can it be primitive? Can a property play a relevant role in causal 

explanations, have spatiotemporal relations, and still count as nonnatural? Regarding the last 

question if this stance is really the correct dialectical outcome, I must confess that I have lost my 

grasp of the significance of the distinction between natural and nonnatural properties. It seems 

that calling such entities either natural or nonnatural expresses nothing more than a 

terminological preference that marks no real differences. At this point, the debate regarding 

natural versus nonnatural seems like a red herring; the more important issue is whether 
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normative properties can be reduced to nonnormative properties. Importantly, I have hoped to 

cast doubt on the applicability and relevance of the natural-normative distinction that Parfit 

draws. Not only will this prevent us from attempting to elucidate the normative by way of a 

misguided contrast with the natural, but it leaves room for at least some normative properties to 

be natural. 

I discussed one possibly naturalist argument against Parfit but noted several concerns 

regarding the specific naturalistic account on which the objection relied. It is not clear how to 

characterize the natural as opposed to the non-natural. Jean Hampton contends that many of the 

disagreements between moral skeptics, ethical naturalists, and ethical non-naturalists result from 

“working with a notion of ‘natural’ that is not precisely defined.”75 One might suspect that this 

weakens the naturalist position; however, the difficulty in characterizing naturalism cuts both 

ways. Drawing a divide between the natural and the normative depends on the account of 

naturalism that is provided—this is a problem both for those who wish to claim that normative 

properties are natural properties and for those who wish to claim that normative properties are 

not natural properties. I am optimistic that there is a difference between the protons and Platonic 

forms such that those who wish to push this distinction can place protons in the natural category 

and Platonic forms in the non-natural category, but it is not entirely clear how to draw that divide 

in a way that helpfully clarifies the notion of normativity. 

Even bracketing this concern leaves room for further problems in accounting for a 

distinction between naturalism and normativity. In ethics alone there are various naturalistic 

projects such as Cornell Realism, Analytical Descriptivism, and forms of response-dependent 

realism; add to this the diverse attempts to naturalize normativity in other domains, such as 

epistemology. These projects are sufficiently distinct that a master argument against naturalized 
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normativity may not be forthcoming. What would be required for such a master argument are 

clear and compelling accounts of both normativity and naturalism that reveal that normativity is 

incompatible with the natural. 

I’ve suggested two serious problems for any account that too quickly rules out 

naturalized normativity, but, since I have not pursued them in any depth, nothing I’ve said above 

definitively rules out a sharp distinction between the natural and the normative. Still, I doubt that 

there is such a division and I can at least provide some motivation for thinking that there are at 

least some normative domains which are part of the natural world.  

Without attempting to provide a complete classification, let me point out that some sub-

domains of the normative are perfectly natural. Law, etiquette, and club rules, among other 

things, seem to establish norms whose ontological status is best accounted for in psycho-social 

terms, which would put them squarely in the naturalist camp. Moreover, there are cases that 

seem to be an amalgam of the normative and the natural. Consider defective vision, such as color 

blindness. Being color blind may be cashed out in terms of a failure to respond appropriately to 

certain stimuli under relevant conditions. The appropriate response may be the response of 

(statistically) normal perceivers under standard conditions. This account is simplified for 

purposes of exposition, but if something like it is correct, the divide between normative and 

natural becomes a messy one that is ill-suited to the purposes of characterizing the normative. 

Of course, I am not taking these counterexamples to be demonstrative without a more 

rigorous defense. Hopefully, they remind us of just how extensive the normative domain is and 

the plausibility that at least some of the sub-domains of the normative may be natural. I suspect a 

failure to recognize the breadth of the normative domain (the study of which is typified by an 
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obsession with the ethical) may reside behind much of the general resistance to naturalized 

normativity.76  

The ‘Is’/‘Ought’ Distinction 

A related, but separate, distinction is often drawn between ‘is’ and ‘ought’.77 One way in 

which the ‘is’/‘ought’ distinction differs from the previously suggested natural/normative 

distinction is that ‘is’ seems to be a broader category. Many is-statements involve non-natural 

considerations. The statements ‘God created the Universe,’ ‘the soul interacts with the body 

through the pineal gland,’ or ‘at least one possible world is populated by gods’ might be both 

non-natural statements and is-statements. Classically, this distinction is drawn between moral 

‘ought’ claims and ‘is’ claims; however, if the ‘ought’ side of the gap can be broadened to 

include normativity quite generally, then this may be another way to clarify normativity. 

Demonstrating that an unbridgeable gap exists between ‘is’ and ‘ought’ may illuminate 

normativity by putting it in contrast with a category on which we supposedly have a firmer 

grasp. On the other hand, demonstrating that the gap between ‘is’ and ‘ought’ can be traversed 

opens up the possibility that at least some normative claims number among the category of ‘is’ 

claims.78  

The classical distinction is often attributed to David Hume; in his A Treatise of Human 

Nature Hume wrote: 

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

remark'd, that the author proceeds for some time in the ordinary way of reasoning, 

and establishes the being of a God, or makes observations concerning human 

affairs; when of a sudden I am surpriz'd to find, that instead of the usual 

copulations of propositions, is, and is not, I meet with no proposition that is not 
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connected with an ought, or an ought not. This change is imperceptible; but is, 

however, of the last consequence. For as this ought, or ought not, expresses some 

new relation or affirmation, `tis necessary that it shou'd be observ'd and explain'd; 

and at the same time that a reason should be given, for what seems altogether 

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

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

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

attention wou'd subvert all the vulgar systems of morality, and let us see, that the 

distinction of vice and virtue is not founded merely on the relations of objects, nor 

is perceiv'd by reason.79 

A common interpretation of this passage is that ought-statements cannot be correctly deduced 

from is-statements: “the conclusions of a valid inference are contained within the premises. You 

don’t get out what you haven’t put in.”80 This prohibition against deducing ought-statements 

from is-premises is sometimes called Hume’s Law, and has been accepted by philosophers such 

as R. M. Hare.81 Regarding Hume’s Law I have three responses: first, it is a misinterpretation of 

Hume; secondly, exegetical concerns aside, it is not clear that the argument is correct; finally, 

even if it were correct, Hume’s Law would not matter for my purposes. 

On the first point, I cited the passage at length to better demonstrate that Hume never 

claims that ought-judgments cannot be derived from is-judgments. He does not seem to be 

saying that ‘ought’ or ‘ought not’ cannot arise from the starting points of ‘is’ and ‘is not’; rather, 

Hume points out that most moral theorists introduce new terms and relations without properly 

accounting for how the new terms and relations arise. His real concern seems to be the relation 

between morality and the sentiments; in particular, moral judgments are essentially practical in 
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nature and cannot be a product of reason alone (which Hume took to be motivationally inert). It 

is not that the transition from ‘is’ to ‘ought’ does not occur on the Humean account; rather, the 

transition is facilitated by sentiment rather than a process of reasoning that involves beliefs 

alone.82 Hume suggests that paying careful attention to this transition will reveal this role that the 

sentiments supposedly play. 

 Interpretation is a tricky matter, however, and interesting philosophical disputes cannot 

be dismissed by pointing out that some reading is incorrect—the claims resulting from a 

misinterpretation may nonetheless be true. So, regardless of Hume’s aims, Hume’s Law needs to 

be assessed on its own merits. 

The argument can be developed in various ways.83 Some have interpreted Hume’s 

argument to be a point about entailment; no ‘is’ claims have an ‘ought’ claim as an entailment. 

James Rachels suggests this interpretation and provides the following argument in order to 

demonstrate that, contrary to this reading of Hume, such an entailment can occur: 

(1) The only difference between doing A and not doing A is that, if we do A, a 

child will suffer intense prolonged pain. Otherwise, everything will be the same. 

(2) Therefore, we ought not to do A. 

This argument is valid, Rachels claims, because any world in which (1) is true, (2) is also true.  

The validity of this argument seems to rely on a necessary truth that, ceteris paribus, one ought 

not cause pain. Extending this claim to normativity in general, necessary normative truths allow 

us to bridge the gap between ‘is’ statements and normative statements.  

Walter Sinnott-Armstrong responds that arguments of this sort are not formally valid (not 

all substitution instances of this argument form yield valid arguments).84 As such, they rely on 

suppressed premises. In order to support the normative conclusion, the suppressed premise must 
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contain normative content. However, if the point of Hume’s Law is a point of logical 

derivability, it seems incorrect (without further modification). From any is-statement of the form 

P & ~P we can derive any statement, including ought-statements. Alternatively, from an ‘is’ 

statement of the form P, we can derive a disjunction of the form P  Q; from an ‘is’ statement 

this permits the derivation of a disjunction, for which the added disjunct is a normative claim. 

However, this strategy is greeted with skepticism. These aren’t the sorts of derivations that can 

show an important connection between ‘is’ statements and ‘ought’ statements. Indeed, Sinnott-

Armstrong points out that the conclusions of such arguments are vacuous; any statement at all 

could be derived in this fashion. However, Sinnott-Armstrong does consider some arguments 

with ‘is’ premises and an ‘ought’ conclusion that may be formally valid and non-vacuous. 

Sinnott-Armstrong discusses this argument by Mark Nelson: 

(1) All of Dahlia’s beliefs are true. 

(2) Dahlia believes that Bertie morally ought to marry Madeleine. 

(3) Therefore, Bertie morally ought to marry Madeleine. 

 Since, neither (1) nor (2) by itself implies that any normative belief is true, the premises lack 

normative content; nonetheless, taken together, they entail a normative claim. Even supposing 

such arguments work as pieces of logic, they may not serve to advance the debate: Sinnott-

Armstrong argues that for someone to be justified in believing the conclusion of such an 

argument he would have to rely on a background of normative assumptions that justify the 

premises (e.g. he would have to assume that there are normative facts). The inferential move 

requires background arguments for the normative assumptions. To apply this to our concern 

regarding how to characterize the categorial distinctions between normative and non-normative: 

that justification of the normative conclusion on the basis of non-normative premises depends on 
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a background of normative assumptions may support the ‘is’/‘ought’ distinction. The only way to 

get a normative claim is to start with a normative claim (at least as a background assumption). 

Whether or not Sinnott-Armstrong is right that justifying the normative conclusions of 

arguments always requires normative assumptions (I’m inclined to think that something like this 

is correct), I doubt that it supports Hume’s Law.  The supposed law doesn’t demonstrate that 

‘ought’ statements and ‘is’ statements belong to fundamentally different categories; instead, the 

injunction against deriving ‘ought’ statements from ‘is’ statements simply presupposes that they 

belong to fundamentally different categories. However, by unreflectively adopting this 

presupposition one runs the risk of overlooking the possibility that an ought-statement may be a 

form of is-statement. A normative realist might take an ought-claim (e.g. that a host ought to 

offer refreshments to a guest who’s just arrived from a lengthy travel) to be a claim about 

something that is the case. According to this response, the defender of Hume’s Law hasn’t 

pointed out a distinction between two fundamentally different kinds of statements; rather, he’s 

pointed out two kinds of is statements: is-statements that have content regarding oughts and is-

statements that lack content regarding oughts. If so, the claim that you can’t correctly deduce an 

ought-statement from statements lacking content regarding oughts is no more troubling than 

being unable to correctly deduce desk-statements from statements lacking content regarding 

desks.85 

 The above rebuttal moved too quickly, perhaps. But it does not matter. Even if my 

response is misguided, the is-ought distinction does not serve to separate the normative from the 

non-normative. ‘Ought’ belongs to the deontic domain; however, the normative (considered 

broadly) extends far beyond the deontic domain. We need a distinction that cuts between the 

normative and the non-normative, not just part of the normative and the non-normative. To claim 
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that I have misspelled a word, or that my toaster is defective, or that my brother wrote the best 

essay in the competition, or that I am illegally parked is to make a normative claim. The is-ought 

distinction is too narrow.86  

The Fact/Value Distinction 

Likewise, a distinction is frequently made between facts and values. My interest in the 

normative includes both oughts and values. Where value is interpreted strictly to apply only to 

the evaluative domain of the normative, it is too narrow for my interests.87 I am seeking a 

distinction between the non-normative and normative in the broad sense. Even with that concern 

to the side, a fact/value distinction seems even less likely to be successful than an is/ought 

distinction. First of all, much of the discussion isn’t between entities that are facts and entities 

that are not facts; the debate is phrased in terms of which facts are normative. If a fact is just a 

true statement, then the fact/value distinction is ill-suited to any account of normativity that 

allows normative statements to be true in some non-minimal sense.88 This alone sterilizes the 

promise of such a distinction to helpfully clarify the notion of normativity. Even if there is 

something unique about deontic terms that seems to suggest that they are radically different from 

is-statements, it seems less plausible that evaluative terms are distinct from other terms. When a 

doctor proclaims that his patient is healthy he or she is making a claim that is evaluative but also 

seemingly factual (supposing the doctor’s assessment is correct). An even greater concern is 

expressed by David Copp, who also notes that “although a description of my car as ‘battered and 

slow’ would typically amount to an evaluation of my car, it is not normative.”89 

The Descriptive/Normative Distinction 

With both the is-ought distinction and the fact-value distinction, one objection was that 

these attempts at categorization are too narrow. There are normative statements that are not 
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‘ought’ statements—King Lear is Shakespeare’s best tragedy—and there are normative 

statements that are not evaluative—you should avoid long commutes to work. Perhaps these 

complaints can be circumvented by merging the ‘is’ with facts on one side and merging ‘oughts’ 

with values on the other. One way of developing this distinction is along the lines of a 

descriptive/normative distinction. Frank Jackson discusses how such a division might be cashed 

out. He appeals to the is-ought distinction. And any term that belongs to the ‘is’ side is entered 

into the list of descriptive terms. If any term is mixed (such as ‘honest’) it is taken off the 

descriptive list. But in order to sort the terms onto a list we would have to have some criterion for 

determining whether something belongs to the ‘is’ side of the is-ought distinction. However, this 

isn’t helpful since we are looking for a way to distinguish between normative and non-normative 

that avoids the problems an is-ought divide faces. Worse, Jackson himself notes that “my 

experience is that people will either find the notion under any of its various names 

unproblematic, in which case further explanation is unnecessary or else no amount of 

explanation is of any use.”90 So, if we do not come to the discussion with a prior grasp, no 

further explanation can be provided. I used to count myself among those who thought that such a 

distinction was clear, but I have learned to regard it with some suspicion. 

Non-cognitivism 

 Among those who promote the is-ought distinction or the fact-value distinction are non-

cognitivists of various sorts. Let non-cognitivism be defined as follows: 

Non-cognitivism: For any normative sentence M, M is not conventionally used to 

express a belief such that M is true if and only if the belief is true.91 

A fact-value distinction or an is-ought distinction makes more sense for non-cognitivists than it 

does for cognitivists. For non-cognitivists, to defend a distinction between ‘is’ and ‘ought’ or 
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between ‘facts’ and ‘values’ is to defend the idea that normative utterances are different from 

statements that are used to assert beliefs which determine the truth value of the statement. 

Accordingly, there are expressivist versions of the Humean arguments, which differ from what 

was discussed above.92 In what follows, however, I take normative judgments to be (generally) 

cognitive in the following sense: 

Cognitivism: For any normative sentence M, M is conventionally used to express 

a belief such that M is true if and only if the belief is true.93 

This assumption leaves out much that is of interest. However, if my assumption is incorrect and 

the non-cognitivists hold the right view, my most serious contention will be preserved. 

The Normative Non-Normative Divide as Fundamental 

The distinctions between the normative and descriptive (or ‘is’ or facts) are often invoked 

by those who are interested in whether or not normativity can be naturalized. However, I do not 

think that a descriptive/normative distinction parallels a natural/normative distinction. First, 

whether there even is a descriptive/normative distinction is questionable. Those who favor a 

descriptive/normative divide often fail to consider the ways in which normative claims might 

simply be descriptive claims; e.g., to say that something is a good hammer is to make a 

normative claim that seems to describe the hammer. Still, even if there is no distinction between 

the descriptive (or ‘is’ or facts) and the normative, this does not imply that normativity is natural. 

To make the inferential leap from the denial of the descriptive/normative divide to the denial of 

the natural/normative divide requires further arguments that rule out non-natural descriptive facts 

(e.g. claims about gods).  However, supposing that some account of the descriptive/normative 

divide can be defended, naturalistic accounts, such as Wide Naturalism, seem to eliminate the 

boundaries in such a way that a descriptive/normative divide would simply be a division within 
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the natural domain. In order for the descriptive/normative divide to line up with a 

natural/normative divide, naturalistic accounts of this sort must first be excluded. So, not only is 

the division between descriptive and normative suspect, whether or not there is such a division, it 

does not provide us with a division between the natural and the normative. 

Ultimately, what I think underlies the is-ought divide and the fact-value divide just is 

distinction between the non-normative and the normative. The normative is its own category and 

the best contrast available is simply to the non-normative. And to make a parallel claim to 

Jackson’s, taken broadly we either can distinguish between the normative and the non-normative, 

or we cannot; if we cannot, there is very little that can be done to further clarify the distinction. I 

do not think it will be of any help to clarify the normative by the method of identifying the non-

normative with some other domain on which we have a better prior grasp. 

Conceptions of Normativity 

 Though I reject the oft-adopted strategy of clarifying the normative by identifying the 

non-normative with a class that we better understand, there remain some ways of elucidating 

conceptions of the normative. Parfit discusses five conceptions of normativity:94 

The Rule-Involving Conception: on the rule-involving conception, normativity 

involves rules or requirements, which distinguish between what is allowed and 

disallowed, or what is correct and incorrect. Such rules or requirements are often 

called norms, and claims that state or apply such norms we call normative in the 

rule-implying sense. 

The Reason-Involving Conception: to call a claim normative in the reason-

implying sense means, roughly, that this claim asserts or implies that someone has 

or might have some reason or apparent reason. 
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The Motivational Conception: normativity in part consists in actual or possible 

motivation.  

The Attitudinal Conception: normativity involves certain kinds of attitudes to 

our own or other people’s acts such as approval or disapproval. 

The Imperatival Conception: normativity involves commands. 

Although Parfit contends that the reason-implying sense provides the best account of 

normativity, he notes that these accounts can be combined. Indeed, I will adopt one version of a 

hybrid conception that includes rules and reasons. A statement is normative when it provides an 

evaluation or a directive. These evaluations or directives pertain to diverse domains. Moreover, 

on the hybrid conception, normative facts may be provided by various sources: norms, reasons, 

and responses.95 

Moderate Normative Skepticism 

Although I am proposing a normative skepticism of sorts, the skepticism is qualified: I 

argue that there are genuine forms of normativity that are relatively unproblematic. They are 

unproblematic because they are, in a certain sense, trivial.96 These innocuous forms of normativity 

are, for instance, of the sort that institutional frameworks comprise. So legal rules—“No parking 

after 6pm!”—and norms of etiquette—“the salad fork goes to the left of the dinner fork!”—have 

an uncontentious brand of normativity. 

For the purposes of illustration consider a radical normative skeptic who denies all sorts of 

normativity; he claims there are no normative properties, no normative judgments, and no 

normative concepts. Let’s call this hypothetical position Total Normative Skepticism (TNS). I am 

not aware of anyone who holds this view and the position is not very tenable. Here, I will show 

this radical thesis to be false: “you ought not to be a Total Normative Skeptic.” Pretty clearly there 
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are normative judgments; I just made one. And in making the judgment I employed the normative 

concept of ought.  

A less radical position than TNS, though still more radical than mine, accepts that there are 

normative concepts, normative thoughts, and normative statements, but denies that we can ever 

know that our normative claims are true. I will call this Robust Normative Skepticism (RNS). RNS 

comes in two varieties. First, there is the epistemological version, which denies that we can ever 

be justified in believing normative claims; call this RNS-E. Second, there is the ontological 

version, which takes the anti-realist stance that there are no normative truths because there are no 

normative existences; call this RNS-O. I take RNS much more seriously than TNS, but I think that 

it too is mistaken. Criminal law provides a good case. If Jones steals Smith’s car, then Jones has 

done something illegal and he is a criminal. What makes it the case that Jones is a criminal is that 

there is an established law that is violated by the theft of the car. That is, the truth-maker of the 

normative claim that Jones is a criminal is the law itself (together with Jones’s action of stealing 

the car). Consider, likewise, a non-legal example. In chess, certain moves are against the rules. If 

I castle through a check or move my pawn backwards, I have violated the rules of chess and the 

moves are illegitimate. To provide a third example, there are norms of language. That some natural 

language expression constructed using English words is ungrammatical is a normative fact 

established by linguistic norms. Plausibly, such norms are established by the way in which native 

speakers use the language and the way in which speakers of the language respond to various 

patterns of linguistic construction. 

But why call designations of criminality or rule violations in a game of chess normative? 

Peter Railton introduces a helpful etymological point. ‘Normativity’ is associated with norms. Of 

course, ‘normativity’ might also be associated with other things, such as reasons. At any rate, the 
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English word ‘norm’ is a descendent of the Latin word ‘norma’; a norma is a builder’s square. 

Likewise, ‘rule’ descends from the Latin word ‘regulus’; a regulus is a straightedge. Railton claims 

that a builder’s square and a straightedge supply concrete examples of action-guidingness. The 

square and straightedge guide the process of sawing a board or chiseling stone. Likewise, they 

provide measures of correct or incorrect cuts (where correctness is a matter of fit to the square or 

straightedge). In the legal scenario the laws provide norms, which are standards or sets of rules, 

with reference to which we can evaluate individuals and their actions; actions in violation of those 

norms are deemed criminal. In the same vein, in chess there are standards and my moves may be 

judged legal or illegal with respect to the standards.97 Facts of the sort that an action is illegal 

include normative concepts and count as normative facts, which are made true by norms that guide 

or evaluate the action. 

That such norms exist is compatible with the version of normative skepticism I will adopt. 

J. L. Mackie made a similar point.98 Mackie qualified his moral error theory, pointing out that his 

skepticism with respect to objective value does not commit him to the radical claim that all 

evaluative claims are false. He was perfectly fine with the institutional normativity involved in 

classing wool, judging the quality of an apple, or grading an examination paper, among other 

things. He writes, “given any sufficiently determinate standards, it will be an objective issue, a 

matter of truth and falsehood, how well any particular specimen measures up to those standards.”99 

It was a more significant form of normativity that troubled Mackie. Likewise, I am also concerned 

with a more significant form of normativity (though I locate the problem in a different place than 

Mackie). 

So, since I do accept that there are normative judgments and concepts, and since I do think 

that there are some true normative claims, I will designate the version of normative skepticism that 
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I adopt Moderate Normative Skepticism (MNS). It retains the title of skepticism because of my 

doubts about this “deeper” form of normativity. But in what does this greater significance consist? 

What are the boundaries of my version of skepticism?  

My examples might lead one to believe that the normativity I accept is restricted to 

institutional norms. However, while institutional norms are the clearest examples of the 

normativity that I accept, I also take the rules of mathematics and logic to carry an acceptable 

normative burden—that ‘p and q if p; therefore, q’ is valid is a normative claim. Importantly, while 

I do not claim that mathematics and logic are institutional rules, neither do I claim that mathematics 

or logic have a more significant form of normativity than, for instance, etiquette.100 

Philippa Foot’s discussion of imperatives provides the basis for understanding different 

grades of normativity.101 An imperative is a statement about what one ought or should do, or it can 

be a claim about what would be good to do. Foot discusses Kant’s distinction between hypothetical 

imperatives and categorical imperatives. Hypothetical imperatives depend on an agent’s desires or 

interests. An imperative of this sort might be ‘if you want to be a lawyer, you should go to law 

school’. When an agent wants to be a lawyer we might claim that he should go to law school. But, 

when we find out that he doesn’t want to be a lawyer, we retract the claim that he should go to 

law school.102 

In contrast, categorical imperatives are not withdrawn simply because an agent lacks the 

desire to see carry out the action. So, ‘you ought not to torture small children to alleviate mild 

boredom’, for instance, is not supposed to be conditional on an agent’s desires. Such a claim would 

not be retracted simply because some agent wants to torture small children to pass the time. These 

claims are taken to be inescapable. 
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However, inescapability doesn’t seem to capture certain significant forms of normative 

judgments. A rule of etiquette—you shouldn’t recline with your feet on the table at a respectable 

restaurant—might bear the same mark of inescapability. The normative injunction is supported by 

a social norm that persists despite the belligerence of the restaurant patron. Still, some normative 

claims are supposed to bear greater normative force than those claims that are backed merely by 

etiquette. Consider again a more obscure rule of etiquette, that the salad fork goes to the left of the 

dinner fork. If someone demands to know why they should heed this rule when setting the table, 

referencing the norm might prove to be an unsatisfying answer. “I know that it’s proper etiquette, 

but so what?” Or, to take another example, on a simple positive conception of the law, a law might 

simply be the product of legislative decree produced by the prevailing political system. Suppose 

that a law to kill all children under the age of two in Bethlehem establishes a norm. Why do as the 

norm prescribes? Merely citing that it is the prevailing legal norm presumably leaves one 

unmoved.  

With the latter example, at least, one might respond that the legal norm is overridden by a 

more important moral injunction against killing innocents. So perhaps the answer is that there is a 

hierarchy of norms. That a norm is overridden by another norm might seem to legitimize the 

question. But this doesn’t seem to work for the case of etiquette; it doesn’t have to be the case that 

the rule regarding the proper placement of silverware is overridden by more serious norms in order 

for the question “why should I follow that norm?” to arise. 

Railton discusses this concern.103 A rule might be in force in some formal sense. Return to 

Railton’s discussion of norma and regula. These tools might indicate a cut to be made; however, 

it might not be the correct cut—if you want to build a curved arch, the cut suggested by the 

builder’s square isn’t appropriate. When is a rule in force in a more than merely formal sense? We 
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could perhaps reference a higher-order rule for following the lower order rule. However, this only 

pushes the problem up a level. Why follow that rule? Ultimately, the chain might terminate in a 

super-rule. But we might wonder why this super-rule provides a normative force that other rules 

do not. What we are looking for is the authority of normative facts and it seems that neither 

inescapability nor overridingness is sufficient for authority. 

One explanation of why citing a rule of etiquette might seem unsatisfying is that it lacks 

the support of reasons. As Foot notes, “so although people give as their reason for doing something 

the fact that it is required by etiquette, we do not take this consideration as in itself giving us reason 

to act. Considerations of etiquette do not have any automatic reason-giving force.”104 

Foot continues her investigation of categoricity, but it seems to me that she had already 

uncovered the answer to her problem. Norms may provide normative statuses—that something is 

legal or illegal, correct or incorrect, grammatical or ungrammatical, the best apple pie in the 

competition, etc.—however, they do not provide authority to their corresponding claims. There 

are legal rights to free expression under many contexts and we may have corresponding legal duties 

to respect those rights. But when we are asked “so what?” what settles the question is pointing out 

a reason to conform to the legal norm. When we question the applicability of a norm, what we are 

looking for is a reason. 

This discussion provides a way to clarify the notion of normative strength. To borrow the 

terminology from David Brink, there are three dimensions of normative strength: inescapability, 

supremacy, and authority.105 A normative statement is inescapable just in case it is not retractable 

just because an agent is indifferent to the norm. A normative statement has supremacy over another 

normative statement just in case it overrides the second normative claim. Finally, a normative 

statement is authoritative just in case it is supported by a normative reason. 
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This conception of normativity provides the basis for the problem that I will attempt to 

develop throughout the rest of the present investigation. Although I accept that there are some 

normative facts, I will argue that either reasons of the sort that provide authority to practical 

normative claims do not exist or, if they do exist, we lack epistemic access to them. This is the 

problem of normative authority.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

REASON AND RATIONALITY 

 

‘Reason’ and ‘rationality’ comprise a Gordian knot of concepts and projects that are of 

central importance to the philosophies of normativity and action. The terms are dangerously 

ambiguous and failure to recognize this ambiguity has led some astray. Moreover, even once the 

terms have been sufficiently disambiguated the fields remain complicated, and the complications 

are aggravated by the proliferation of recent philosophical developments. I will attempt to 

unravel this knot into its diverse strands. 

 The overarching theme at issue is the development of a moderate normative skepticism—

a skepticism about normative authority. In order to get clear on what I’m denying, I have to 

address some issues in the debate about the relationship between rationality, reason, normative 

reasons, and motivating reasons. So, while this clarificatory endeavor may require some 

seemingly pedestrian work, it’s work that is essential for the progression of the primary 

argument. 

   

Reason and Reasoning 

‘Reason’ is sometimes used to express the concept of a faculty or capacity (or a set of 

faculties or capacities, which I find more likely). Broom helpfully points out that ‘reason’, when 

used in this sense, is a mass noun.106 And when using ‘reason’ in a different sense and talking 

about a reason or reasons, we are using ‘reason’ as a count noun. However, while it is useful, 

this grammatical point carries the risk of being misleading in two ways. First, a mass noun is 

often used to pick out a “homogenous substance or a concept without subdivisions.”107 But 
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reason may well be composed of many distinct capacities. (This is fine. I appeal to the notion of 

mass nouns and count nouns to make a clarificatory grammatical point, but I don’t take anything 

substantive to fall out of it.) Second, with respect to ‘reason’ as a count noun, it is possible to 

speak of having sufficient reason to A. The formulation ‘sufficient reason’ is superficially similar 

in grammatical structure to a mass noun usage. But the difficulty here is merely apparent, talk of 

having sufficient reason can be rewritten, for instance, in terms of having a sufficient reason to A 

or reasons sufficient for A-ing. Taking note of these grammatical points along with taking note of 

the context will help to distinguish my use of the term ‘reason’ throughout the rest of this 

undertaking. 

I mentioned that reason is a set of capacities; the capacities at issue in this sense of 

‘reason’ are capacities for reasoning. Reasoning is a form of cognition that includes, among 

other things, the processes of deliberation, the formation and revision of beliefs, and decision-

making. Reason and the corresponding processes of reasoning are frequently characterized as 

comprising two main subdivisions: theoretical reason, which comprises capacities for reasoning 

about what is the case, and practical reason, which comprises capacities for reasoning about 

what to do.108 

However, the distinction between practical and theoretical reason is not perfectly sharp. 

The distinction is blurred by several issues. First, much of our reasoning about how to act is 

inextricably entangled with theoretical reasoning when it comes to recognizing the features of 

the situation are bear on how to act and in recognizing the expected consequences of our actions. 

More significantly, while practical reasoning is reasoning about what to do, reasoning of this sort 

can be characterized in different ways. Practical reasoning can be understood to encompass not 

only first-personal reasoning about how an agent shall act, but also first-personal reasoning about 
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how an agent should act. In addition to the first-personal reasoning that an agent may undertake 

regarding how he should act, there are related second- and third-personal forms of reasoning 

about how an agent should act. Second-personal and third-personal reasoning is involved in, 

among other things, providing practical advice or assessing the actions of others. If second- and 

third personal reasoning ever counts as practical in the relevant sense, its practicality is 

derivative of the practicality of first-personal reasoning; the rationale for this claim will become 

apparent as I further characterize the function of practical reasoning. (Of further note, reasoning 

about how an agent will act is distinct from reasoning about how an agent should act. I do not 

take the will-question to be a practical question in the relevant sense; the will-question asks us to 

predict actions whereas the shall-question asks us to make a decision or acquire an intention.)109 

At any rate, assuming cognitivism about ‘should’/‘ought’ judgments, a reasoning process that 

culminates in a belief about how an agent should act is not clearly distinct from theoretical 

reasoning. 

Derek Parfit asks whether the fundamental question of ethics is “what shall I do?” or 

“what should I do?”110 Against Patrick Nowell-Smith, Parfit argues that the fundamental 

question is the should-question rather than the shall-question. Parfit’s discussion can be extended 

from ethics to practical reasoning. Parfit is actually interested in figuring out what the 

fundamental normative question is, not the fundamental practical question. However, I will adapt 

Parfit’s discussion of the fundamental question to the domain of practical reasoning in hopes that 

the parallel considerations will shine some light on the subject. (Keep in mind that the success or 

failure of these arguments when applied to practical reasoning does not necessarily reflect on the 

arguments as Parfit applies them in his investigation of the fundamental normative question.) So, 

what is the fundamental question of practical reasoning? 



58 

To address this question we have to clarify the notion of practicality. At the minimum, in 

order to maintain the practicality of practical reasoning, such reasoning must bear on how we act. 

But not just any manner in which something can bear on how we act captures the notion of 

practicality. To provide a more substantial gloss, practical reasoning must play a role in the 

production of action. An extreme view of this action producing role is captured by those who 

claim that the conclusion of a piece of practical reasoning is an action. I’m amenable to such a 

view if the actions that terminate practical reasoning are decisions (which I take to be actions of 

intention formation). However, if the actions that terminate practical reasoning are those actions 

produced by the intention (such as some overt action), then I am in disagreement. As an example 

of an extreme view that I reject, consider this instance of practical reasoning proposed by 

Jonathan Dancy: 

(1) I promised to do it. 

(2) My promise was not given under duress. 

(3) I am able to do it. 

(4) There is no greater reason not to do it. 

(5) So I do it. 

Dancy writes that (5), which is an action, is a “conclusion” of the reasoning presented in 

premises (1) – (4).111 So suppose that an agent, Jones, runs through a piece of reasoning similar 

to Dancy’s case and also suppose that the promise he made is a promise to meet a friend, Smith, 

for lunch; according to Dancy, Jones’s act of meeting Smith for lunch would count as a 

conclusion to this instance of practical reasoning. However, it is a platitude that practical 

reasoning is reasoning with a view towards how to act; so, it is natural to view whatever settles 

such reasoning (whatever answers the practical question) as the conclusion. And since what to do 
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can be settled without successfully carrying out the action, an action is not the best candidate for 

a conclusion to practical reasoning. To extend the previous example, Jones can settle on meeting 

Smith for lunch, terminating his practical reasoning process, without carrying out the action 

because, for instance, he is hit by a bus en route. Dancy’s account is insufficiently sensitive to 

the distinction between settling practical reasoning and the action that is produced by having 

settled practical reasoning. 

 Intentions are particularly well suited to serve as the mental states that settle practical 

reasoning. I follow Mele in taking intentions to be “partially constituted by the agent’s being 

settled upon A-ing or, in some cases, by his being settled upon trying to A.”112 Being settled on 

A-ing provides a satisfactory answer to the question “what to do?” Once we have acquired an 

intention, the process of practical reasoning is terminated. If an agent continues to reason about 

whether to A, he has not really decided what he shall do; if he has decided to A (or acquired the 

intention to A), he has brought an end to the process of reasoning about how to act (though he 

may re-open reasoning about whether to A at some later point). So, I will consider the 

“conclusion” of practical reasoning to be a decision (or, more broadly, the acquisition of an 

intention). Characterizing practical reasoning in this way retains its practicality since intentions 

on the view that I adopt play a causal role in producing or guiding intentional actions.113 

These considerations should help identify the fundamental question of practical 

reasoning. What settles a shall-question is a decision, which, in its role as the formation of an 

intention, plays a part in the production of intentional actions.114 And, as Nowell-Smith notes, 

“we have not answered a practical question until we have reached a decision.”115 However, as 

Parfit would have it, a should-question is settled by arriving at a belief about what we ought to 

do, rather than a decision. Since a should-question can be answered without acquiring an 
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intention and intention acquisition seems to be the mark of the fundamental practical question 

there is a concern that the should-question is not the fundamental practical question; worse, it 

may not be a practical question at all. But there may be a way of addressing these concerns. 

Since Parfit seems to accept the interpretation of practicality according to which 

something must play a role in the production of action in order to be counted as practical, his 

view of what settles a should-question might seem to count against understanding the should-

question as practical. However, he maintains that the should-question is practical. He writes that 

if we ask should-questions, “that may be because we have decided we shall do, or shall try to do, 

whatever we conclude we ought to do.”116 We can understand Parfit as claiming that if we have 

an antecedent intention to do whatever we conclude we ought to do, then, by settling what we 

ought to do in a particular case, we can form an intention to do what we ought to do in that 

case.117 The particular intention is derivative of the generic intention. Hence, settling the should-

question can also settle the shall-question. 

One potential difficulty for this account of should-questions is that an agent may decide 

that he should A, but fail to intend to A. By way of example, a patient diagnosed with type 2 

diabetes may believe that he ought to moderate his sugar intake, but not intend to do so. Parfit 

acknowledges this possibility but he preserves the connection between ‘should’ and ‘shall’ by 

way of a rationalist thesis: an agent may judge that he should A without deciding to A, but “if we 

were fully practically rational, we would always make the move [from ‘should’ to ‘shall’] and 

without any further thought.”118 Parfit continues, “since this move from ‘should’ to ‘shall’ would 

be automatic, we would never need to ask ‘What shall I do?’.” This is what I will call the 

rationalist requirement on ought judgments (RRO): 
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If an agent judges that he ought to A in circumstances C, then either he 

(nondeviantly) acquires an intention to A in C or he is practically irrational (at 

least to some extent). 

This suggests a way to argue that the should-question is not merely practical, but that it is 

the fundamental practical question. The question “what shall I do?” is subsumed by the question 

“what should I do?” under conditions of perfect rationality. However, even supposing that a 

rationalist thesis such as (RRO) is correct, it seems too strong to suppose that a perfectly rational 

agent could dispense with asking the shall-question. If there is any room in a normative theory 

for the merely permissible or the superogatory, then even a perfectly rational agent will not have 

settled how to act simply by answering all the relevant normative questions.119 Relatedly, there 

are likely to be many different ways in which to carry out an action that an agent has decided he 

should do after having settled what to do, and this leaves a great deal of room for reasoning 

about how to do it. In most cases, among the possible ways of performing an action, many will 

be normatively indistinguishable; so, the shall-question is unanswered by the should-question.  

However, even if the should-question always settled the shall-question under conditions 

of perfect rationality (where perfect rationality is understood simply as moving automatically 

from a should-judgment to an intention to so act), the should-question is not the best candidate 

for the fundamental practical question. Many non-human animals also must reason about what to 

do, but it is unlikely that most non-human animals employ normative concepts in their practical 

reasoning. And many human practical reasoners are imperfectly rational (some human agents 

might even decide to do something because they believe they shouldn’t do it). So, the shall-

question is separable from the should-question even if Parfit’s rationalist thesis is assumed. And 

since they are separable in this way, we can point out that although the shall-question is 
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essentially practical, the should-question is practical only to the extent that it also answers the 

shall-question. If our goal in studying practical reasoning is to assess a particular type of 

cognition undertaken with the end of settling what to do, then taking the shall-question to be 

fundamental better suits our theoretical program since so much actual practical reasoning is 

undertaken by agents that do not automatically make the move from ‘should’ to ‘shall’. The 

importance of establishing this claim about the independence of the shall-question is that, if the 

claim is correct, the content of practical reasoning is not essentially normative (even if much 

human practical reasoning is intertwined with normative considerations). 

There is an opposite worry: is the should-question, which is settled by a belief, a practical 

question at all, or is it really a theoretical question? Though I don’t take the should-question to be 

the fundamental practical question, I do take it to be a practical question. However, Parfit has not 

said enough to establish the practicality of reasoning with an end to answer the should-question. 

After all, if Jones has an antecedent intention to decide to take a walk around town on days of the 

month that are prime numbers, does his reasoning about whether the 29th of the month is a prime 

number count as practical reasoning? Reasoning undertaken to figure out whether 29 is prime 

seems like a paradigm case of theoretical reasoning, but the situation runs parallel to one in 

which we settle what we shall do by concluding what we should do. So, in light of the same 

considerations that favored counting reasoning about what one should do as practical, it seems 

that this case blurs the line between practical and theoretical reasoning; this case may be 

categorized as both theoretical and practical unless there is some relevant difference between 

reasoning from ‘should’ to ‘shall’ and reasoning about whether 29 is prime and acquiring an 

intention to walk around town in the above example. 
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However, in ordinary cases, there is a difference between the case of reasoning about 

prime numbers and reasoning with an end towards answering the should-question. Unlike 

reasoning about prime numbers, there is at least a reliable connection in normal, actual human 

reasoners between answering the should-question and answering the shall-question. The reliable 

connection between ‘should’ and ‘shall’ is widely accepted; this widespread acceptance is 

demonstrated by our normative practices. Someone might try to convince his friend that he to 

ought to choose the lower paying but more secure job instead of the higher paying but unstable 

job. A person who’s just watched a video about factory farming might wonder whether he ought 

to become a vegetarian. And (as Hume also pointed out) society invests a great deal of effort and 

concern into our systems of moral education, systems for teaching children how they (morally) 

ought to conduct themselves.120 These practices reflect our understanding of normative judgment 

as a factor in the formation (or revocation) of our decisions. So, whereas the prime number case 

might be thought to be theoretical reasoning co-opted to a practical end, the primary function of 

first-personal reasoning about how one should act is to settle how to act. In light of this reliable 

relation to the shall-question, the should-question is practical. (This holds whether or not (RRO), 

or something like it, is true.) 

Since I have specified practical reasoning in terms of a connection to motivational states, 

it would be worthwhile to consider some potential concerns about the relation between reason 

and motivation. In the Treatise of Human Nature David Hume makes note of the fact that many 

traditional accounts of reason characterize reason in terms of an opposition to the passions. 

Hume accepts this division and proceeds to argue that reason and the passions have distinct aims 

and distinct functions. Reason has two main functions: first, to form beliefs about the relations of 

ideas (this would include mathematical reasoning); second, to form beliefs about relations of 
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objects (this would include reasoning about causal relations, which we infer from observation). 

However, Hume contends that both of these main functions are motivationally inert in human 

beings. Instead, the springs of human motivation are provided by the passions. The role of reason 

in our motivational economy is to serve as a channel for antecedent motivation. Suppose an 

agent dislikes being drenched in the rain. Suppose further that he observes that the sky is heavily 

overcast, recognizes the regular connection between skies of this sort and rain, and realizes that 

carrying an umbrella is the best way to avoid getting drenched by rain on his walk to work. The 

antecedent desire may spread to a new desire to carry an umbrella. 

So far, so good. I favor some version of an antecedent motivation theory.121 However, the 

version that I find plausible differs significantly from Hume’s theory. Hume’s theory of reason 

may be called pure instrumentalism, for which the infamous slogan is that “reason is the slave of 

the passions.” According to pure instrumentalism, reason does nothing more than discover the 

necessary (or best) means to our antecedent ends and provide a channel from antecedent desire to 

the specified means. But the functions of reason cannot bring about any revision in our 

antecedent motivational set. 

One potential way for reason to revise the antecedent motivational set is indirect; perhaps 

reason could generate a new desire. Hume seeks to rule this possibility out, arguing that reason 

cannot produce new desires. As mentioned above, reason functions to assess the relations of 

ideas and the relations of objects. Judgments about the relations of ideas and the relations of 

objects are judgments of matters of fact (beliefs), not desires. So, if Hume has exhaustively 

characterized the functions of reason, then reason cannot oppose the motivational set by 

producing new desires. Another potential way for reason to revise the antecedent motivational 

set is direct, by being contrary to desires. If reason can conflict with the passions, then it might 
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be possible for reason to directly modify or extinguish a desire. Hume seeks to rule this 

possibility out. Beliefs are attitudes that can be assessed in terms of truth or falsity. However, 

desires are not the sorts of attitudes that can be true or false. According to Hume, desires are 

what he calls “original existences” or modifications of original existences. Original existences 

are non-representational, but only representational attitudes (in Hume’s terminology “ideas” 

which are copies of “impressions”) can be true or false. Truth and falsity are a function of the 

accuracy of the representation. So, desires cannot be true or false; hence, desires cannot be 

contrary to reason. Hume’s view threatens us with the conclusion that there is no such thing as 

practical reasoning at all. Granted, reason plays a role in the spread of a motivation from an 

antecedent end to the means to bring that end about. However, there is no reasoning about what 

we shall do; all there is, is reasoning about what is the case. 

The problem with Hume’s conclusion that reason is the slave of the passions is that 

Hume has a rather anemic view of reason. First, Hume has not provided a compelling argument 

that reason cannot produce motivational attitudes. Nonetheless, I do find it plausible that, in 

human beings, practical reason does not generate new desires without some involvement from 

the antecedent motivation base of the reasoner; so I set this concern aside. However, even 

granting that practical reason does not directly generate new desires, his pure instrumentalism is 

still too constraining. In addition to its instrumental function, practical reasoning can serve a 

constitutive function—settling on an end might leave an agent with the problem of figuring out 

what would constitute achieving that end.122 The process of figuring out what would constitute 

satisfying some antecedent end can produce a new desire. An agent might begin with the generic 

desire to make a pleasing dinner for a friend. If reasoning about what would constitute a pleasing 

dinner for a friend results in a desire to cook gnocchi and asparagus in a mint basil pesto, then 
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the reasoning seems to have added a new desire to the motivational set (the desire to cook 

gnocchi and asparagus in a mint basil pesto can be distinguished from the generic desire to 

produce a pleasing dinner for a friend in virtue of the different contents of the attitudes). So, 

Hume overlooked an important function of reason, constitutive reasoning can add non-

instrumental desires to the motivational set of an agent, so reason has a role in the specification 

and revision of an agent’s motivational set (even if the production of the new motivational 

attitude relies on the presence of antecedent motivational attitudes). Reason is no mere slave of 

the passions. As Mele puts it, “slaves who are free to reject one master in favor of another and to 

fashion their own masters are not true slaves at all.”123 

I have suggested that the practicality of practical reasoning can be understood in terms of 

reasoning about what to do and how to do what one has settled on doing. This type of reasoning 

can be characterized in terms of the fundamental question “how shall I act?” Understanding what 

would constitute an answer to this question provides us with a more substantive account of 

practical reasoning—the acquisition of an intention terminates reasoning about how one shall 

act.124 So, practical reasoning is cognition that plays a non-deviant role in the formation of 

intentions. Practical reason is those capacities for cognition of this sort. 

These definitions are fairly broad. They capture reasoning about normative matters (e.g. 

how should I act?) without being restricted to such normatively loaded reasoning. As such it 

contrasts with accounts that essentially characterize practical reason in normative terms. 

According to Robert Audi, for instance, practical reason “is a rational capacity, specifically the 

kind in virtue of which agents respond to (normative) reasons for action.”125 I would not be 

opposed to characterizing practical reasoning in a similar fashion; although, if I were to adopt 

such an account, I would modify it so that practical reason is a capacity for responding to 
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considerations that we take to be reasons (or perhaps our beliefs about reasons) rather than as a 

response to reasons. Nonetheless, I take it that there are advantages to a broader, less normatively 

characterized view. 

Many non-human animals can perform sophisticated problem-solving reasoning that 

terminates in an intention to act. Capuchin monkeys employ a sophisticated procedure for 

procuring food from palm nuts.126 They harvest the nuts from the trees; they leave the nuts to dry 

for several days; they test whether the nuts are sufficiently dry for the purposes of cracking by 

tapping on the nut; they strip the palm nut with their teeth; they place the palm nuts in a 

depression of a large stone anvil; finally, using heavier stones carried from a nearby river 

specifically for this purpose, they pound the palm nuts until the nuts have cracked open, 

revealing the edible portion inside. This is a complex, multi-step process extending over several 

days, involving purposive behavior that is sensitive to the intentional states (beliefs, desires, etc.) 

of the animal, and which produces intentions to behave in particular ways. Similarly, ravens have 

been observed placing nuts on a road so that cars crack the shells when they drive by; the ravens 

then return to eat the cracked nuts. Even more impressively, when presented with novel problems 

involving obtaining food dangling from the end of a string, ravens have worked out solutions for 

acquiring the food which are not well explained by simple trial and error learning.127 Or consider 

Wolfgang Koehler’s research on problem solving in apes; as reported by Kurt Baier:128 

Recall the impressive performance of Koehler’s ape: when he found that either of 

the two sticks in his cage was too short to reach a bunch of bananas dangling 

temptingly on a branch nearby, he sat down and “pondered” for a while, much as 

humans would do, and then, suddenly, “hit on an idea” of putting the two sticks 

together to extend his reach. 
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Many non-human animals have capacities for figuring out how to act when presented with novel 

problems. 

 Of course, I’ve been ignoring a significant issue with regards to the minds of non-human 

animals. I’ve been taking it for granted that some non-human animals have intentional states 

such as beliefs, desires, and intentions. Though my position on this subject demands far more 

defense than I can provide here, I can spare a few words to suggest its plausibility. While not 

uncontentious, the assumption that some non-human animals have intentional states is made 

plausible in light of its explanatory power. As Jerry Fodor comments in Psychosemantics, 

commonsense belief/desire psychology is true of his cat because “it explains vastly more facts 

about the behavior than any of the alternative theories available.”129 The usefulness of the 

assumption is borne out by how commonplace the assumption is in cognitive ethology. As Jose 

Luis Bermudez remarks, cognitive ethologists “start from the assumption that animals have 

certain desires and certain beliefs about how the world is organized and act on the basis of those 

beliefs to ensure the satisfaction of their desires.”130 For example, in the Chimpanzee 

Competition Task two chimpanzees, one dominant and one subordinate, will compete for 

food.131 When the subordinate chimpanzee observes that the dominant chimpanzee is either 

uninformed or misinformed about the location of the food, the subordinate chimpanzee will 

adjust its behavior. This behavior is explained in terms of the chimpanzee’s ability to represent 

the world (in point of fact it provides some evidence that chimpanzees are able to model the 

mental states of other chimpanzees, furthering the argument for a chimpanzee theory of mind) 

and have motivational states. Similarly, chimpanzees (and other non-human animals) display 

tactical deception, which is defined as “acts from the normal repertoire of the agent, deployed 

such that another individual is likely to misinterpret what the acts signify, to the advantage of the 
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agent.”132 Deceptive behaviors can be exceptionally complex, and cognitive ethologists explain 

these behaviors in terms of the beliefs and desires of the animals. These assumptions have guided 

a great deal of fruitful scientific exploration of animal cognition and behavior and lend to the 

plausibility of understanding animal behavior in terms of intentional states. In turn, this supports 

the claim that non-human animals are capable of reasoning rather than merely computing the 

solution to complex problems. 

So there is something to be said for the claim that some non-human animals are capable 

of practical reasoning. However, since non-human animals lack normative concepts such as 

‘ought’, whatever account of practical reason and reasoning we provide should be permissive 

enough to include cognition that does not take into account responding to normative 

considerations qua normative considerations. Additionally, since non-human animals lack a 

natural language of their own (though sophisticated non-human animals can learn a natural 

language—such as versions of sign language—at least to some degree, when instructed by 

humans) it seems that practical reasoning can occur without the explicit structure of a practical 

argument such as an Aristotelian syllogism. In fact, much human practical reasoning is likely 

less formal than it is sometimes presented in the philosophical literature. 

This permissive account of practical reason has a beneficial extension to the account of 

human practical reasoning. Consider, first, theoretical reasoning, reasoning about what is the 

case. Most reasoning of this sort does not ask explicitly normative questions nor is the content 

explicitly normative. An instructor might try to estimate how long it will take him to grade the 

essays for one of his classes; after having graded a few papers he might estimate the amount of 

time that each paper takes to grade; multiply that by the number of papers; add a couple hours for 

checking for consistency in his grading and recording the scores; and so on. At the end of this 
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process, the instructor will have formed a new belief. But this process didn’t need to start by him 

asking “what should I believe about how long it will take to grade the papers?” Instead, he might 

have simply wondered, “how long will it take to grade these papers?” And what is likely to 

terminate the theoretical reasoning process is a belief for which the content is how long it will 

take to grade the papers. This content of both the reasoning process and the terminating mental 

state is non-normative. 

Similarly, if the parallel between theoretical reasoning and practical reasoning holds, 

practical reasoning can involve wondering what one shall do and terminate in an intention, and 

this can occur without including explicit normative content in either the reasoning process or the 

resulting intention. A practical reasoner might think, “I want to take the fastest route from home 

to the office; Gaines Street is usually a quicker route than Park Avenue, but due to the traffic and 

construction at this time of day it will be quicker to take Park; so, I’ll take Park.” This reasoning 

process need not include any explicit normative reasoning. Instead, we can assume that having 

already settled to go to work, the agent was confronted with several psychologically live options 

for enacting his intention; the further specification of the intention to go to the office was 

informed by a disposition to get to the office using the faster route; having settled the theoretical 

question of which road would be faster, he acquired an intention to take a specific road. Whether 

such reasoning processes actually take place is ultimately an empirical question. However, this 

example fits with a plausible account of human psychology, parallels processes of non-normative 

theoretical reasoning, and provides an account of practical reasoning that is continuous with non-

human animal practical reasoning that seems strikingly similar to what human beings do when 

approaching practical problems. Of course, as I suggested above, by counting the should-

question as a practical question, there is a normative variant of this pattern of reasoning. The 



71 

reasoner might conclude that he should take Park Avenue, and pass from this should-judgment 

straightaway to an intention to take Park. Call practical reasoning that does not include 

normative content non-normative practical reasoning and practical reasoning that includes 

normative content normative practical reasoning. 

Though I have attempted to motivate the case for non-normative practical reasoning, 

human beings are also capable of normative practical reasoning. And of all the animals with 

which we are acquainted, it is plausible that human beings are uniquely capable of normative 

practical reasoning. Loosely, normative practical reasoning may be thought of as an inferential 

process, in which some premises have normative content, and which aims at answering what one 

should or shall do. Such reasoning might involve considering what is good or best to do, what 

one is obligated to do, what is right or wrong to do, and so on. These considerations are often 

taken to be relevant to resolving the practical question insofar as they are provided by (or 

provide) normative reasons for action. If, for instance, a reasoner thought that it would be good 

to A, but also thought that this provided no reason to A, it is hard to see how this could help 

resolve the practical problem he is facing. Perhaps there is a role for normative practical 

reasoning that can be divorced from reasons; however, this should be enough to motivate the 

connection so that we can turn to the next section. 

Reasons 

Distinguishing ‘reason’ from ‘reasons’ does not sufficiently disambiguate the term 

‘reasons’. In order to further tease apart the remaining notions of a reason let’s investigate the 

functions to which we put reasons discourse. Call a statement about reasons a reasons-statement. 

Such statements serve two functions, the explanatory role and the normative role. In turn, these 

roles yield two broad categories of reasons: explanatory reasons and normative reasons. 
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Although he is focusing on reasons for action, Michael Smith asserts much the same when he 

claims that “our concept of a reason for action is defined by these two dimensions of explanation 

and justification. Indeed it seems to me that we work with two quite different concepts of a 

reason for action depending on whether we emphasize the explanatory dimension and downplay 

the justificatory, or vice versa.”133 Likewise, Mele writes that “philosophical work on reasons for 

action tends to be guided by two distinct but related topics: the explanation of intentional actions 

and the evaluation of intentional actions or their agents.”134 Mele distinguishes two classes of 

theorists in light of the distinct focus on reasons for actions: “evaluators,” who are more 

concerned with justificatory dimension of reasons for action, and “explainers,” who are more 

interested in the motivational dimension of reasons for action. The difficulties these two classes 

of philosophers have in reconciling their intuitions about reasons for action “suggest that two 

notions of reasons for action are in play.”135 I will return to reasons for action, but I will first 

look towards reason-statements more generally; in doing so I will discuss the distinct categories 

using the terms ‘explanatory reason’ and ‘normative reason’. The distinction with respect to 

reasons for action can be seen as an instance of a more general distinction. 

First up, explanatory reasons provide reasons why. We might, for instance, wonder why 

the roof of the building collapsed. The reason why it collapsed might be that the weight of the 

snow deposited on the roof by a blizzard exceeded what the roof could support. To provide 

another example, a reason why the tide was high is the gravitational forces exerted on the earth 

and the water due to the relative positions of the earth and the moon caused the water to rise at 

the sub-lunar point. Such reasons explain why an event occurred or why some state obtains, and 

there needn’t be anything normative about these explanations.  
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Normative reasons require (or direct) a response. Consider the schematic reason-

statement ‘X is a reason to ’, where  is a response such as believing, intending, forming some 

other attitude, or acting. We can appeal to the spectrum of responses to further categorize 

normative reasons. Theoretical reasons are those reasons that require the formation of a belief. 

Practical reasons are those reasons that require an intention or action. Finally, attitudinal 

reasons are those reasons that require an attitude distinct from beliefs or intentions (for instance, 

fear; a parent might have a reason to fear danger to his or her child). To give an example of a 

practical normative reason suppose that Pete tells Bill that he should donate twenty-five percent 

of his income to Oxfam; Bill might demand “Why? What reason do I have to give up so much of 

my hard-earned income?” Bill can be understood as asking what considerations require him to do 

as Pete claims. Or, Carl might tell Stephen that he believes in extraterrestrial life, to which 

Stephen might inquire “How do you suppose that’s true?” Stephen can be seen as asking Carl to 

provide the reasons that justify his belief about extraterrestrials. The notion of requirement is 

normative.136 

 It may be questioned whether the dichotomy of explanatory reasons and normative 

reasons is exhaustive. Kurt Baier provides a typology of reasons that specifies four types of 

reasons at this level of categorization: (1) explanatory reasons; (2) fact-linking reasons; (3) 

directive reasons; and (4) directive explanatory reasons.137 However, it strikes me that all reasons 

can be profitably reduced to the two categories I provide above. A fact-linking reason is a reason 

that. To use an example of Baier’s, “the fact that a woman, her child, and a man, all belong to 

certain blood groups constitutes a conclusive fact-linking reason that he is not the father of her 

child.”138 Baier notes that the connection in this instance is a causal one (or rather the lack of a 

certain causal connection). It seems that there is little difference between asking for the reason 
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why the man is not the father of the child and asking for the reason that he is not the father of the 

child. If reasons why and reasons that form distinct categories, they should provide different 

answers in some cases. However, in this case the same information is provided as a response to a 

question framed either in terms of a demand for a reason why or a reason that. So, it seems that a 

reduction may be possible; however, even if such a reduction is not possible, it is unnecessary to 

go into further typology for the present purposes; explanatory reasons and fact-linking reasons 

could be grouped together under non-normative reasons. 

The fourth type of reason proposed by Baier is more interesting. Directive explanatory 

reasons are reasons for which; we might ask about the reason for which an agent acted. This 

introduces the possibility of a type of reason that is both normative and explanatory. 

Alternatively, rather than acknowledging directive explanatory reasons as a separate type of 

reasons, they might be understood as a conflation of the two distinct types of reasons introduced 

above: normative reasons and explanatory reasons.  

When we speak of reasons for action it is not immediately clear whether we are speaking 

of explanatory reasons or normative reasons. For instance, if a passenger, Jones, asks the driver, 

Smith, why he pulled into the gas station, Smith might reply that the reason he pulled over was 

that the car was almost out of fuel. There are two kinds of reasons for action to be differentiated 

here. First, there is the motivational reason, the state or states of mind that play a role in the 

explanation of intentional action. Second, there is a normative reason for action, a consideration 

that requires or justifies an action. These reasons for action can come apart; an agent can have 

one without having the other. 
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 In order to make sense of motivational reasons for action I appeal to Alfred Mele’s 

broadly Davidsonian account. To start, Donald Davidson’s account of a primary reason is as 

follows:139 

(MR1) R is a primary reason why an agent performed an action A under the 

description d only if R consists of a pro-attitude of the agent towards actions with 

a certain property, and a belief of the agent that A, under the description d, has 

that property. 

In keeping with Davidson’s account, in order for the reason to rationalize the action it must 

cause the action. Simply put, a primary reason why an agent performed an action consists of a 

belief-desire pair that is a cause of the action. For instance, the reason for which Jones pulled 

over at the gas station is the desire to refill his car and the belief that he would be able to do so if 

he stopped at the station, and this belief-desire pair caused him to pull over at the station. 

The importance of the causal requirement on motivational reasons is made clear by the 

Davidsonian Challenge: the challenge is to provide an account of the reasons for which we act 

that does not rely on the reasons causing the relevant behavior; as Mele points out, the grade of 

the challenge is quite steep when there are several reasons for action but the agent only acts for 

some of them.140 Without a suitable response to this challenge, our best account of the reasons 

for which we act is a causal account.  

However, there is a technical problem with the belief-desire formulation of motivational 

reasons. Mele points out that wholly intrinsically motivated actions, “actions performed only for 

their own sakes,” require an amendment to Davidson’s account since there is no relevant belief 

component. On Mele’s broadly Davidsonian account, belief-desire pairs as well as intrinsic 

desires to A can be reasons for A-ing.141 So, we might clarify the idea as follows: 
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(MR2) R is a primary reason for an agent S to A if and only if both either (1a) R 

consists of a pro-attitude of S’s towards actions with a certain property and a 

belief of S’s that A has that property or (1b) R consists of a wholly intrinsic desire 

to A and (2) R rationalizes A.142 

So far I have attempted to provide some cursory explication of the notion of a 

motivational reason. The concern at issue is that a motivational reason can be distinguished from 

a normative reason. However, it might be wondered whether there are really several senses to the 

notion of a reason for action. On this point Michael Smith provides a clear defense of the 

distinction between normative and explanatory reasons. 143 Here are several cases that Smith 

introduces to discuss ostensible problems. Cases (i) and (ii) below are supposed to show a case 

where an agent has a reason, but fails to have the relevant belief or desire. They are supposed to 

challenge the necessary conditions of (MR2):144 

(i) Suppose I now desire to purchase an original Picasso, but I do not now believe 

that were I to purchase the painting before me I would do so—suppose I don't 

believe that it is a Picasso. Surely it would be appropriate for an outsider to say 

that I have a reason to purchase the painting before me. But I lack the relevant 

belief. 

(ii) Suppose that I am standing on someone's foot so causing him pain, and that I 

know that this is what I am doing. Surely we can imagine its being appropriate for 

an outsider to say that I have a reason to get off his foot even though I lacked the 

relevant desire, and, indeed, even if I desired to cause him pain. 
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Case (iii) presents a scenario wherein the agent has a belief-desire pair that rationalizes an action 

but, nonetheless, lacks a reason. This challenges the sufficient conditions of (MR2). Case (iii) is 

presented with some modification as follows: 

(iii) Suppose I drink the liquid before me because I desired to drink a gin and 

tonic and believed that I could do so by mixing the stuff before me with tonic and 

drinking it. Suppose further that this belief is false—the stuff before me is not gin, 

it is petrol. Surely it would be appropriate for an outsider to say that I had no 

reason to mix this stuff with tonic and drink it. Yet I have both the relevant belief 

and desire which rationalized my drinking the liquid. 

Having made the conceptual distinction between normative reasons and motivating reasons, 

these cases are easy to resolve. Supposing that one has a reason to buy the Picasso in (i), the 

reason can’t be a motivational reason; instead, it is normative reason. But one may have 

countless normative reasons without having the attending motivating reasons; if, unbeknownst to 

me, a serial killer has buried a child alive in my back yard, I may be supposed to have a 

normative reason to dig the child up instead of going on vacation; however, without knowing 

about the child I have no motivational reason to dig the child up.145 Likewise in (ii), presumably 

the agent has a normative reason to get off the other’s foot; however, in the absence of a desire, 

he simply lacks a motivating reason. Again, in (iii) the problem is dispelled by indicating that the 

agent had a normative reason not to drink the liquid, but he had a motivating reason to do so. So, 

it seems that cases (i), (ii), and (iii) have simply provided examples that help illuminate the 

distinction between normative reasons and motivational reasons rather than provide any real 

challenges. Part of what these cases demonstrate is that we can have normative reasons without 

motivational reasons and motivational reasons without normative reasons. 
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 Before moving on to normative reasons it is appropriate to readdress the categorization of 

motivational reasons. The above discussion strongly suggests that motivational reasons 

constitute a distinct category from normative reasons. If no other option is available, then 

motivational reasons constitute a sub-class of explanatory reasons. However, it is possible that 

motivational reasons constitute a third category of their own distinct from the other two. The 

case for distinguishing motivational reasons from explanatory reasons is provided by the 

rationalization condition. As Mele characterizes it, “a reason’s rationalizing an action is a matter 

of its being a cause of that action that helps to explain the action (partly) by revealing something 

that the agent was aiming at in performing it and, therefore, something that makes the action 

‘reasonable’ in some sense.”146 So, the rationalization condition potentially adds an aspect of 

normativity to motivational reasons (though they remain distinct from normative reasons proper). 

To borrow an example of Thomas Nagel’s, suppose that Jones desires something to drink and 

believes that he can satisfy this desire by putting a dime in the slot of the soda machine.147 

However, this causes him to want to put a dime in the pencil sharpener, which he proceeds to do. 

The belief-desire pair played a causal role in the production of the action; however, they don’t 

render the action intelligible (granting that Jones has no false beliefs about the role of pencil 

sharpeners in procuring a drink). Something has gone wrong; Jones’ mechanisms of action 

production are not functioning well. If, as this example suggests, motivational reasons are partly 

normative, then they are thereby distinguished from explanatory reasons which are non-

normative. 

 In order to comfortably contain motivational reasons within the category of explanatory 

reasons, the normativity needs to be eliminated (or we need to justify categorizing them as 

explanatory reasons when they have a property that so radically distinguishes them from all other 
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explanatory reasons). Perhaps if the condition of rationalization could be fully analyzed in terms 

of its non-normative operation (or, at most, in terms of function suitable to biology),148 then we 

could dispense with the normative element and incorporate motivational reasons under the 

category of explanatory reasons. Though relevant to my work and interesting, I will not attempt 

the project here. However, I should note a few things about motivational reasons. First, with 

respect to the dual goals of explanation and justification, motivational reasons are more closely 

aligned to explanation. They are primarily invoked to explain why an agent acted; this fits with 

their characterization as actual psychological states that play a causal role in producing action. 

Second, supposing that the normativity of motivational reasons is ineliminable, the normativity is 

of a “subjective, instrumental kind.”149 Consider the case of Paul the paint drinker. Paul has a 

strange yen to drink the paint in a can, and he believes that he can do so by removing the lid from 

the can of paint. This belief and bizarre desire can make sense of his removing the lid in light of 

his aims (no matter how aberrant those aims are). Third, the normativity of motivational reasons 

(again, supposing it’s ineliminable) is distinct from the normativity of normative reasons proper. 

Whatever normativity motivational reasons possess, it is not a candidate for being the source of 

normative authority—it is intelligible to ask ‘So what?’ when informed that one’s attitudes could 

rationalize an action. 

 Now I turn to normative reasons. In particular I will focus on normative reasons for 

action. I mentioned above that normative reasons direct response. However, Josh Gert claims 

that reasons not only have a requiring role, they also have a justifying role, but most of the 

literature on normative reasons recognizes only the directive role of reasons.150 Kurt Baier, for 

instance, categorizes normative reasons of the type at issue here as directive reasons. Following 

this terminology, Jean Hampton focuses on directive reasons.151 Likewise, John Broome writes 
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of reasons as elements that determine how one ought to act; this characterization stresses only 

the directive (or requiring) role of reasons.152 As Gert points out, in the contemporary debate, it 

is a feature of most accounts that the strength of normative reasons can be described by a single 

scalar value.153 However, Gert makes a strong case that reasons must be described along two 

dimensions of strength in accordance with their roles: reasons have (1) a requiring role, but they 

also have (2) a justifying role. I set aside the debate of whether or not reasons must be 

understood in terms of these two dimensions and I will focus on the requiring role. At any rate, 

much of what I have to say will apply to reasons in both roles. And even if, contrary to my 

estimation, the justifying role avoids the points I will make, it is sufficient for my current project 

to restrict my discussion to the directive dimension of reasons. If my concerns about directive 

normative reasons are on target, then it will make no difference to my conclusions whether or not 

reasons are best understood as also having a justificatory role. 

 It is important to attempt to understand the relation between agents and the normative 

reasons they have. Getting a handle on this issue can resolve several problems at once. First, is 

the epistemological problem—how do we know what our reasons are? Second, is the problem of 

practicality—how is it that a change in motivation follows reliably in the wake of a change in 

judgments about normative reasons? Third, is the problem of authority—what is the source and 

nature of the authority of reasons? 

 Bernard Williams has developed one account of the relationship between normative 

reasons for action and the agents for whom the considerations count as reasons.154 Williams 

develops an account of internal reasons. Schematically, an account of internal reasons is the 

claim that: every reason for action must bear relation R to motivational fact M.155 To put some 

flesh on this skeleton, Williams claims that an agent’s reasons must be related to the agent’s own 
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subjective motivational set S. Bearing R to some element D in S is a necessary condition for a 

consideration to count as a reason. Moreover, Williams adds in a few idealization clauses; “a 

member of S, D, will not give A a reason for Φ-ing if either the existence of D is dependent on 

false belief, or A’s belief in the relevance of Φ-ing to the satisfaction of D is false.”156 Finally, 

the relation R is explained as a deliberative connection between an agent’s motivational set and 

the consideration that counts as a reason; as Williams puts it, “internal reason statements can be 

discovered in deliberative reasoning.”157 Jean Hampton, in her critique of Williams, calls this the 

deliberative connection with motives requirement (DCM requirement): “it is a necessary and 

sufficient condition of something’s being a reason that it be deliberatively connected to some 

element of the agent’s subjective motivational set S.”158 

 This makes some progress towards resolving the epistemological problem. After all, if we 

know where to start (with our subjective motivational set), we can more easily work out what our 

normative reasons are. Of course, we have to understand in what correct deliberation consists, 

but at least we have a proper starting point and we rule out any considerations that don’t bear the 

DCM requirement to our subjective motivational set. 

 However, Williams’ account doesn’t resolve much with respect to the practicality 

problem. At first blush, it promises a great deal on this front; however, while normative reasons 

must bear a deliberative connection to an agent’s subjective motivational set, it does not deliver 

any more than an external account of reasons would. One might think that because reasons must 

satisfy the DCM requirement a reason is motivationally efficacious if reasoned to and known by 

the agent. However, as Hampton points out, this does not follow; “just because the element from 

which the reason derived was motivationally efficacious, it doesn’t follow that the reason itself is 

motivationally efficacious.”159 It is illicit reasoning to conclude that because X was produced 



82 

from Y, X must bear Y’s properties. (Note also that Williams’ view is not a form of psychologism 

about normative reasons). So, whatever avenue is provided for solving the practicality problem 

with respect to Williams’ internal reasons can be adopted by an account of external reasons. In 

fact, the solution seems to be something like this: an agent S believes that he has decisive reason 

to A, wants to do what he has most reason to do, and so acquires motivation to A. But there 

doesn’t need to be a special connection to motivation to take advantage of this route. 

 Most damaging is the fact that Williams’ account of reasons does not resolve the problem 

of authority. Perhaps the most promising way to cash out the notion of authority is provided by 

David Copp, who provides what I call the closed question account of normative authority.160 

Informally put, the closed question account proceeds by asking “So what?” when presented with 

a consideration. A consideration to which it is not intelligible to ask the question closes the 

question. If, when presented with his reasons to A, an agent responds with “So what?”, he seems 

to have given up on what he was initially asking. “So what?” is a demand for rational 

justification; if he accepts that he has a reason to A (and suppose no other relevant 

considerations), but continues to ask “So what?” he is either asking a different question or is 

confused. But Williams’s view is analytic. If a reason claim can be broken into its analytic 

constituents, it is always possible to ask “So what?” (Shades of Moore’s open question argument 

here.) 

 What we need to close the question is a sui generis account of reasons, an account that 

defies simple analysis and closes the question. That is where I turn in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

ERROR THEORY 

  

 I seek to defend a version of moderate normative skepticism; namely, skepticism about 

normative reasons. My position on this topic developed out of pre-existing error theories of 

morality, such as those proposed by J. L. Mackie and Richard Joyce. In this chapter I seek to 

explain the error theories that inspired my view, discuss some problems for these error theories, 

and argue that to the extent that the core insights of the moral error theories are correct, they can 

be extended to support skepticism about normative reasons. 

 I begin by discussing error theories in general. Then, I discuss several particular error 

theories. I will attempt to explain why the error theories I discuss don't work as presented. 

However, the problem is not always that the arguments don't work at all; in some cases, the 

problem is that the arguments are more powerful or more extensive than they were originally 

thought to be. Supposing that they succeed at all, some of the arguments for moral error theory 

generalize to other normative properties and relations; in particular, they generalize to normative 

reasons. This provides the platform for my own view. In addition to setting up the framework for 

a skepticism about normative reasons, I will attempt to motivate problems for rival accounts of 

normative skepticism. And, finally, I will discuss some advantages of my view. 

 Even if the current chapter succeeds in its goals, it will leave many questions unanswered 

about my view. The following chapter will continue to develop my view and deal with some of 

the most serious objections to it. 
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Error Theory 

While error theories of morality are, perhaps, the best known examples, error theories have been 

proposed for a great many topics including, but not limited to, numbers (and other mathematical 

entities), personal identity, causation, and color. The essential commonality to these error 

theories is that error theorists of a domain claim that a systematic error infects the discourse of 

that domain. The simplest presentation of the error imputed by the error theorist is to say that the 

sentences of the target discourse are false. 

 While a decent first gloss, this simple presentation is overly simple. To begin with, take 

the claims "grass is not green" and "if grass is green, then emeralds are green." These claims 

belong to color discourse; however, they are the sort of claims with which an error theorist of 

color would likely agree. The problem for the error theorist of color is that assenting to the 

following combination of claims would show that the error theorists position is inconsistent: (i) 

color discourse is false, (ii) "grass is not green" is a statement belonging to color discourse, and 

(iii) "grass is not green" is true. This supposed problem generalizes to error theories of other 

domains. 

 One solution is to restrict the targeted discourse. It is not all statements belonging to a 

domain of discourse that are false; rather, it is some restricted class of statements. Chris Daly and 

David Liggins suggest that claims such as "grass is not green" are vacuously true according to an 

error theory of color. However, according to their account of error theory, the error imputed by 

an error theory is supposed to apply to non-vacuously true sentences.161 I take it for granted that 

some such solution succeeds.162 After all, it seems possible to provide error theories of witches, 

astrology, and phlogiston. 
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  Another way in which the initial gloss is too simple is that the error theory might not 

directly target a discourse; instead, it might focus on a presupposition of the discourse. (This 

issue applies to Mackie's error theory.) According to some ways of handling presuppositions, if 

the presupposition is false, the sentences that presuppose that false statement are neither true nor 

false. I will not address how to handle the truth-values of sentences that presuppose a false 

statement; however, rather than claiming that the non-vacuous sentences of a target discourse are 

false, a more cautious formulation is that they are not true. 

 While the initial gloss suggests that an entire discourse is infected with error, some error 

theories might only target a sub-domain of a discourse. I don't intend to provide an account for 

how to distinguish a subdomain of discourse from the larger discourse. However, the suggestion 

can be motivated with an example. For instance, rather than arguing that all non-vacuous moral 

language is defective, one might restrict the accusation of error to deontic moral claims.163 

 However, not all imputations of error amount to an error theory in the relevant sense; it 

takes more than just claiming that some particular, isolated claim is not true. Claiming that 

"rubies are green" is not true does not make one an error theorist of color, even in a limited 

sense. I take it that the error has to be systematic within a discourse such that the entire discourse 

or some significant part of the discourse is targeted by the error theory. 

 While not essential to the account of error theories, many error theories have what I call a 

negative and positive dimension. The negative dimension of an error theory can be thought of as 

arguing that a discourse is subject to systematic error. For instance, an error theorist of causation 

might argue that no non-vacuous causal claims are true. The positive dimension provides an 

alternative explanation of what is the case. To provide an example that sticks with error theories 

of causation, the positive dimension might consist of a projectivist account according to which 
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after the constant conjunction of events we associate those events and project that association 

into the world such that we believe that there is a real (causal) connection between events. In 

some cases, it might prove helpful to distinguish between the negative and positive dimensions 

of an error theory. However, sometimes an error theoretic argument serves both a negative and 

positive role; for instance, a debunking account might support the claim that some discourse is 

infected with error by way of promoting a better explanation for the beliefs of those who take the 

debunked discourse seriously. 

Mackie's Moral Error Theory 

In Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong J. L. Mackie proposed a moral error theory.164 Mackie's 

work on this subject serves as the point of departure for my own view. So, I will explain 

Mackie's position. In doing so, I hope to clarify the proper account of the error and to briefly 

discuss why Mackie's arguments don't succeed as they are presented. 

 Mackie wastes no time in asserting his thesis that "there are no objective values."165 And 

he follows this up with the claim that "ordinary moral judgments include a claim to objectivity, 

an assumption that there are objective values."166 This combination of claims makes up the core 

of Mackie's error theory. 

 Following Michael Smith we can divide Mackie's error theory into a conceptual step and 

substantive step.167 In the conceptual step a theory of the relevant concept is proposed. Mackie 

proposed that the concept of a moral fact, property, or relations is that of an objective value. 

More precisely, the concept of a moral fact is the concept of something that is "objectively 

prescriptive." By "objective" I take him to mean that it is the concept of something the existence 

of which does not depend on the subjective stance of an individual or community; they are part 

of the "fabric of the world." What Mackie means by "prescriptive" is more difficult to discern. 
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He provides several suggestions drawn from the ethical accounts of other philosophers; he 

mentions that they are "directive or action-guiding," he refers to Plato's theory in which values 

(the Form of the Good) "will not merely tell men what to do but will ensure that they do it," and 

his interpretation of Kant's categorical imperatives in which categorical imperatives express 

unconditional reasons for action.168 

 The substantive step addresses whether or not there is anything that satisfies the concept 

established during the conceptual step. And Mackie argues that there is nothing that is 

objectively prescriptive. So, the argument can be reconstructed as follows: 

Conceptual truth: If there are any moral facts, then there is something that is 

objectively prescriptive.169 

Substantive claim: Nothing is objectively prescriptive. 

Conclusion: There are no moral facts. 

Note that, while the framework is the same, this is not how Smith interprets Mackie's claims; 

Smith's interpretation of the argument is significantly entangled with his discussion of moral 

rationalism. I will discuss what is meant by "objective prescriptivity" below but I want to begin 

with a presentation that is more neutral with respect to the interpretation of Mackie's conceptual 

claim. 

 The argument for the conceptual claim is somewhat lacking. First, Mackie points out that 

many Western philosophers have endorsed something like objective prescriptivity of morality. 

He refers to Plato, Kant, Sidgwick, Aristotle, Samuel Clarke, Hutcheson, and Richard Price in 

support of his view. While he doesn't claim that Hume falls in the objectivist tradition, Mackie 

points out that Hume's discussions of morality support his position that the traditional Western 

view endorses the objective prescriptivity of morality.170  
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 Second, in order to support the conceptual claim, Mackie asserts that the presupposition 

that morality is objectively prescriptive is also a feature of ordinary thought. He seeks to support 

this by appealing to "the conflicts and swings of opinion in recent years between noncognitivist 

and naturalist views about the central, basic, meanings of ethical terms."171 He explains this 

tension between the noncognitivist and naturalist views in the following way. Both views pick 

out something correct about morality. The naturalists capture the objective aspect of morality and 

the noncognitivists capture the prescriptivity or practicality of morality. However, there can be 

no satisfactory resolution solely in favor of one view because, even though each one correctly 

identifies one of the features of morality, each one also leaves something out. On this issue 

Mackie writes: 

In fact both naturalist and noncognitive analyses leave out the apparent authority 

of ethics, the one by excluding the categorically imperative aspect, the other the 

claim to objective validity or truth. The ordinary user of moral language means to 

say something about whatever it is that he characterizes morally, for example a 

possible action, as it is in itself, or would be if it were realized, and not about, or 

even simply expressive of, his, or anyone else's, attitude or relation to it. But the 

something he wants to say is not purely descriptive, certainly not inert, but 

something that involves a call for action or for the refraining from action, and one 

that is absolute, not contingent on any desire or preference or policy or choice, his 

own or anyone else's.172 

 Third, in support of the conceptual claim, Mackie points out a pattern of thinking found 

among existentialists who reject objective values. He claims that existentialists can go through a 

period in which they feel that nothing matters or that life has lost its purpose, which I'll call 
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existential depression. Supposedly, this is evidence that existentialists' concept of value included 

objective prescriptivity, since the existential depression results from rejecting objective values 

which were previously associated with their projects and subjective concerns. 

 Although I'm sympathetic to Mackie's conclusion, the evidence in support of his 

conceptual claim is unfulfilling. If this is supposed to support an analysis of the folk concept of 

morality (or the collection of such concepts), pointing out the philosophically developed theories 

held by the likes of Plato, Kant, or Sidgwick provides imperfect evidence. Similarly, pointing out 

the debate between the pre-1970s naturalists and noncognitivists doesn't, in itself, get us any 

closer to the folk notion. It needs to be better supported that the tension between the positions 

was a result of failing to satisfy the folk notion and that the participants in the debate were 

appropriately sensitive to the actual folk notion. And just to assert that the folk want something 

that satisfies both objectivity and prescriptivity (as Mackie sometimes seems to do) is a claim 

that needs to be better supported; presumably, the right sort of evidence would involve extensive 

research on the folk themselves and include data from fields such as linguistics, sociology, 

anthropology, and psychology. Finally, the claim that existentialists and those influenced by 

them go through a period of existential depression is promising, but it needs to be shown that this 

is because prior to the existential depression they held a concept of objectively prescriptive 

values that was appropriately associated with their projects and subjective concerns. Not only is 

this a substantial psychological hypothesis that needs to be proven, but it also remains to be 

supported that the prior concepts of those who are inclined to become existentialists is good 

evidence for the folk concepts of morality. After all, those disposed to become existentialists 

might not serve as a representative sample from which we can infer the folk concepts of 

morality. 
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 The general problem is that Mackie’s claims about the prominent philosophers, twentieth 

century debates between naturalists and noncognitivists, and existentialists do not provide 

adequate evidence of the folk concept. If he were not concerned with the folk concept, this 

wouldn't be a problem. But he is concerned with "ordinary moral judgments" and he seeks to 

extend his discussion to the folk concept. While I'm inclined to think that he is correct, at best he 

has presented us with a plausible hypothesis that needs more support. The decades since the 

publication of his book have seen significant research on the concepts of morality; however, the 

topic is still hotly contested. (Later, I will argue that one of the improvements of my own view is 

that it does not depend on any definitions of morality or moral folk concepts.) 

 A second major problem with the conceptual claim is that it isn't clear what Mackie 

means by "objective prescriptivity." In particular, Mackie's discussion of prescriptivity is 

unclear. The two plausible interpretations are the motivational account of prescriptivity and the 

normative account of prescriptivity. On the motivational account to be prescriptive is to be 

motivational in the sense that if one judges that an act A is good (or that he or she ought to 

perform some act A), then he or she is motivated to A.173 On the normative account, as I present 

it, if one judges that an act A is good (or that he or she ought to perform some act A), then he or 

she has a normative reason to A. David O. Brink opts for a version of the motivational 

interpretation and, on the basis of this interpretation, argues that Mackie's argument fails. I am 

introducing the problem here since I have been discussing the conceptual step and it seems 

appropriate to draw attention to it before moving on; however, I postpone a more substantive 

discussion until I reach the argument from queerness. 

 Now I turn my attention to the substantive step of Mackie's argument. Mackie provides 

two arguments for the claim that there is no objective prescriptivity. The first is the argument 
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from relativity and the second is the argument from queerness. I will begin with the argument 

from relativity. 

 The argument from relativity takes the form of an inference to the best explanation. 

Mackie writes that the argument "has as its premiss the well-known variation in moral codes 

from one society to another."174 That moral codes vary from one society to another is supposed 

to be an accepted observation of a descriptive fact about societies. The initial observation is as 

follows. 

O1: There are radical variations in the moral codes between societies. 

However, Mackie’s discussion of the argument covers reforms and internal disagreements  

within societies; this suggests that he is not merely talking about static disagreements between 

moral codes but also how moral codes of individual societies change over time. So, this suggests 

a second set of observations. 

O2: There are moral reformers, heretics, and changes to moral codes within 

societies. 

Mackie assesses which hypothesis best explains these descriptive facts. Here are two candidates 

that Mackie seems to have in mind.175 

H1: The radical variation in moral codes between societies is the result of 

"speculative inferences or explanatory hypotheses based on inadequate evidence." 

H2: The radical variation in moral codes between societies results from "people's 

adherence to and participation in different ways of life." 

Mackie claims that H2 is the better explanation. He asserts that variations in ways of life best 

explain the observations. 
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In short, the argument from relativity has some force simply because the actual 

variations in moral codes are more readily explained by the hypothesis that they 

reflect ways of life than by the hypothesis that they express perceptions, most of 

them seriously inadequate and badly distorted, of objective values.176 

 While I agree that looking to the actual thoughts and practices of people and societies as a 

basis for an inference to the best explanation of moral beliefs and practices is a good approach, 

Mackie's argument is underdeveloped. A complete argument of this sort would have to provide a 

more detailed account of the nature of the variations and the extent of the variations.  

 Walter Sinnott-Armstrong introduces a more serious problem for Mackie's argument 

from relativity.177 Even if Mackie is right in that the pattern of variation between and within 

societies is best explained by ways of life in those societies, it does not secure the further 

conclusion that there is no objective prescriptivity. As Sinnott-Armstrong points out, Mackie's 

argument from relativity is about moral beliefs, not moral facts. Mackie's proposed explanation 

for the pattern of variation in moral codes is seemingly compatible with the existence of 

objectively prescriptive moral facts. 

 Since Mackie takes his thesis to be ontological, the argument from relativity does not 

support his position. Without some argument that connects his explanation of moral belief to a 

metaphysical thesis about the existence of objectively prescriptive moral facts, the most this 

argument supports (supposing it works to any extent) is a form of epistemological moral 

skepticism. This sort of skepticism is compatible with my view, but falls short of Mackie's 

ambitions. 

 Mackie's second argument for the substantive step is the argument from queerness. This 

argument has two parts, a metaphysical component and an epistemological component. 
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Regarding the metaphysical component, Mackie claims that if there were objectively prescriptive 

values, "they would be entities or qualities or relations of a very strange sort, utterly different 

from anything else in the universe."178  

 It is difficult to explain the problem of metaphysical queerness. This difficulty arises, in 

part, from the ambiguity of "objective prescriptivity," which I noted above. Mackie writes: 

Plato's Forms give a dramatic picture of what objective values would have to be. 

The Form of the Good is such that knowledge of it provides the knower with both 

a direction and an overriding motive; something's being good both tells the person 

who knows this to pursue it and makes him pursue it.179 

This passage suggests a motivational interpretation of objective prescriptivity. If this were the 

right interpretation, it would suggest something like the following conceptual claim. 

Necessarily, if S knows that act A is morally good (or if S knows that A is morally 

required), then S will be motivated to A. 

And under this interpretation the queerness objection could be interpreted as the claim that 

nothing satisfies this conditional. So, there are no moral properties.180 

 David O. Brink takes Mackie to be making a claim like the one above, which is a version 

of motivational internalism (MI). Brink defines (MI) as the claim that it is a priori that the 

recognition of moral facts itself necessarily motivates the agent to perform the moral action. 

However, Brink both rejects (MI) and argues that moral realism is not committed to (MI).181 

Instead, Brink promotes motivational externalism about morality. So, morality is not queer in the 

way Mackie suggests. Since it is not queer in this sense, Mackie's argument fails. 

 Of course, this only applies to the argument from queerness under the motivational 

interpretation of objective prescriptivity. Richard Garner argues that focusing on motivational 
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internalism misses what is genuinely queer about moral facts.182 We can also understand 

objective prescriptivity under what I previously called the normative interpretation. Under the 

normative interpretation, moral facts provide justifying or normative reasons for action. 

 According to Garner, the queerness of moral facts under the normative interpretation 

resides in that they make demands of us. Garner writes, "If a moral fact obtains, then we have a 

duty or right to do something, which is to say that there is a legitimate and justifiable right that 

applies to us, a directive that we can ignore or disobey, but one from which we cannot 

escape."183 And later he writes: 

It is hard to believe in objective prescriptivity because it is hard to make sense of 

a demand without a demander, and hard to find a place for demands or demanders 

apart from human interests and conventions. We know what it is for our friends, 

our job, and our projects to make demands on us, but we do not know what it is 

for reality to do so.184 

So, it seems that Garner explains the queerness of morality—of objective prescriptivity—in 

terms of its reasons-giving force. In discussing the objectionable features of moral reasons 

Garner mentions (i) their inescapability and (ii) that they are demands of moral agents for which 

there is no agent or "conventional social device" making the demands.185 

 There is some textual support for understanding Mackie's discussion of objective 

prescriptivity under the normative interpretation. Mackie writes: 

A categorical imperative, then, would express a reason for acting which was 

unconditional in the sense of not being contingent upon any present desire of the 

agent to whose satisfaction the recommended action would contribute as a 

means.... it can be plausibly maintained at least that many moral judgments 
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contain a categorical imperative element. So far as ethics is concerned, my thesis 

that there are no objective values is specifically the denial that any such 

categorically imperative element is objectively valid. The objective values which 

I am denying would be action-directing absolutely, not contingently (in the way 

indicated) upon the agent's desires and inclinations.186 

I take this and similar remarks to suggest that the problem is reasons; in particular, the problem is 

reasons for which the action-guiding force does not come from agents' own desires or from 

social institutions. This seems compatible with Garner's understanding of the normative 

interpretation. 

 At any rate, whether the ambiguity in Mackie's writing is due to genuine confusion on his 

part or simply an unclear presentation is not my primary concern. The normative interpretation 

can be extracted from his writing, makes for an ostensibly more compelling argument, and has 

been endorsed by many of those who support some version of moral error theory. I will take this 

to be the best understanding of objective prescriptivity. As I will discuss later, my own position 

is heavily influenced by this understanding of Mackie's argument. 

 Mackie claims that there is another way to explain the queerness of morality. According 

to Mackie, there needs to be some account of the link between the moral qualities of something 

and its natural features. Mackie's discussion of queerness as a problem of the moral-natural 

relation is discussed as both a metaphysical problem and an epistemological problem. I will 

discuss the metaphysical dimension of this problem first and return the epistemological problem 

later. On this problem Mackie writes the following: 

What is the connection between the natural fact that an action is a piece of 

deliberate cruelty -- say, causing pain just for fun -- and the moral fact that it is 
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wrong? It cannot be entailment, a logical or semantic necessity. Yet it is not 

merely that the two features occur together. The wrongness must be 

'consequential' or 'supervenient'; it is wrong because it is a piece of deliberate 

cruelty. But just what in the world is signified by this 'because'?187 

And later he writes: 

How much simpler and comprehensible the situation would be if we could replace 

the moral quality with some sort of subjective response which could be causally 

related to the detection of natural features on which the supposed quality is said to 

be consequential.188 

As I understand it, the argument is an inference to the best explanation. According to Mackie, an 

explanation that includes moral properties that supervene on non-moral properties is inferior to 

an explanation that does away with supervenience and which only appeals to less mysterious 

relations between non-moral entities. 

 Since Mackie writes of the problem of the moral and non-moral relation in terms of 

“supervenience” something needs to be said to clarify this relation. Supervenience is, seemingly, 

an appropriate target for Mackie's argument since it's often taken as a platitude that moral entities 

supervene on non-moral entities; so if the supervenience relation is problematic, that should pose 

a serious concern for many moral realists.189 While there are different ways to characterize the 

supervenience of the moral on the non-moral, one general way of putting this relation is as 

follows: there is no change in moral properties without some corresponding change in non-moral 

properties. However, supervenience might seem to require an explanation as to why these sets of 

entities hang together in this way. Even supposing we know that F supervenes on G, it doesn't 

tell us why F supervenes on G or why we don't sometimes have G and not-F. Mackie's discussion 
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can be taken as a claim that no such explanation can be provided (or to interpret Mackie's 

complaint more weakly, that no satisfying explanation of the supervenience of the moral on the 

non-moral has been provided). 

 The objection might be made clearer by considering how Simon Blackburn has further 

developed the problem of moral supervenience. Blackburn claims that the moral realist cannot 

account for a ban on mixed worlds. A mixed world is one in which a moral property F 

sometimes supervenes on a non-moral property G and sometimes does not supervene on G. I 

take this to clarify an important problem; the moral realist needs an account of why moral 

properties supervene on non-moral properties that explains why it isn't the case that we 

sometimes have (G & F) and sometimes have (G & ~F). If such an account cannot be furnished, 

then the supervenience of the moral on the non-moral seems mysterious. 

Epistemological Dimension of Mackie's Argument from Queerness 

 I will now discuss the epistemological dimension of Mackie's argument from queerness. 

Picking up from where he left off with the ontological argument Mackie claims that, since moral 

entities (properties, relations, or facts) are objectively prescriptive, they are "utterly different 

from anything else in the universe."190 Because they are radically different in this way, our 

awareness of moral entities would require "some special faculty of moral intuition."191 It is not 

clear what this special faculty is, but it is distinct from our ways of being aware of ordinary (non-

moral) entities; these ways of knowing about ordinary things include "sensory perception or 

introspection or the framing and confirming of hypotheses or inference or logical construction or 

conceptual analysis, or any combination of these."192 So, according to Mackie, if we are aware of 

moral facts, then there are some moral facts our awareness of which cannot be attributed to 

"sensory perception or introspection or the framing and confirming of hypotheses or inference or 
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logical construction or conceptual analysis, or any combination of these." However, Mackie 

finds it unacceptable to claim that we are aware of any entities due to a "special sort of intuition" 

and not by these ways of knowing about ordinary entities (facts, properties, or relations). If 

Mackie is right, then we are not aware of any moral entities even if such entities exist. 

 Mackie claims that awareness of moral entities requires some sort of special faculty or 

special intuition. This claim has been criticized as a "pure invention;" no one has seriously 

proposed such a faculty.193 Even granted that talk of a special faculty is misguided, I take it that 

restricting Mackie's objection to a complaint about some special faculty does not represent the 

full scope of his discussion. A more charitable interpretation is that there are certain empirical or 

naturalistic methods for being aware of truths about ordinary objects of our acquaintance. These 

methods include those previously stated: "sensory perception or introspection or the framing and 

confirming of hypotheses or inference or logical construction or conceptual analysis, or any 

combination of these." However, moral intuitions, in the sense of basic moral judgments which 

presuppose objective prescriptivity, are not produced by these methods. It is in this sense that the 

moral intuitions, or whatever method or methods produce them, are special according to 

Mackie's epistemological argument from queerness. 

 Ultimately, Mackie's arguments fail on several grounds. First, the success of Mackie's 

argument depends on a well developed positive story. If our moral judgments are in error, then 

what exactly is going on? Mackie does not sufficiently develop this positive side of his account. 

Second, Mackie does not adequately address moral naturalism. Third, Mackie's argument most 

clearly develop the metaphysical side of his argument; however, a plausible argument can be 

made for the epistemological errors of moral judgment. Richard Joyce develops a version of 
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error theory that goes some distance towards resolving these problems (especially in Joyce's 

second error theory discussed below). 

Joyce's Moral Error Theory, Version 1 

In The Myth of Morality, Richard Joyce provides the following argument.194 For any x: 

1. If x morally ought to , then x ought to regardless of what his desires and 

interests are. 

2. If x morally ought to , then x has a reason foring. 

3. Therefore, if x morally ought to , then x can have a reason for ing regardless 

of what his desires and interests are. 

4. But there is no sense to be made of such reasons. 

5. Therefore, x is never under a moral obligation. 

 Premise (1) is meant to capture the inescapability of moral requirements. If a requirement 

is inescapable, then it applies irrespective of one's desire. Joyce considers a case of an 

unrepentant criminal. The criminal killed another person, freely admits to the act, and is 

unrepentant about the killing; moreover, "he tells us that he desired to kill the person, and that 

the killing did not frustrate any of his desires."195 As Joyce notes, if we judged that the criminal 

morally ought not to have killed the other person before we learned of his desires, we do not 

retract our judgment just because the deed did not run counter to his desires. 

 Joyce introduces a thesis that he calls "Mackie's Platitude" which is phrased as follows: 

It is necessary and a priori that, for any agent x, if x ought to , then x has a 

reason to .196 
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Mackie understood 'ought' to mean, in part, 'has a reason'. If someone is told that they ought to 

have done something and they ask why they ought to have done it, what they are asking for is a 

reason. Premise (2) is Mackie's Platitude applied to moral requirements. 

 However, while there is some intuitive appeal to Mackie's Platitude it can still be 

doubted. Philippa Foot discussed cases where there are ought-statements that are not necessarily 

attended by reasons. It may be that according to etiquette or the rules of a club we ought to 

perform some act; however, these institutional oughts lack the same reason-giving force that the 

categorical imperatives of morality are supposed to have.197 

 Joyce defends Mackie's Platitude by making a distinction between speaking from within 

a normative system and speaking outside of a normative system.198 When someone is within an 

institution in this sense, he endorses its rules. When someone is outside an institution in this 

sense, he does not endorse the rules and prefixes the ought-statements of that institution with 

'according to...'; so he might say, "according to etiquette, I ought to place the salad fork to the left 

of the dinner fork." Joyce claims that one who endorses the rules of a normative system thinks 

that they provide reasons. This maneuver is designed to defend Mackie's Platitude and, hence, 

premise (2). 

 However, moral oughts are supposed to be supported by more than merely institutional 

reasons. Similar to the discussion of moral oughts above, moral reasons are supposed to have 

normative authority irrespective of one's endorsement of a normative system. To account for this, 

Joyce introduces "real reasons" or "non-institutional reasons." If there are moral reasons, they 

have an authority that cannot be escaped by rejecting moral claims upon us. 

 Joyce's account of "real reasons" depends on his account of practical rationality: 

"practical rationality is the framework that tells us what our reasons for acting are."199 Joyce 
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claims that the questions "Why should I adopt the rules of practical rationality?" and "Why 

should I be interested in practical rationality?" are incoherent. In asking these questions one is 

asking for reasons, "thus even to question practical rationality is to evince allegiance to it."200 

Since, according to Joyce, we cannot intelligibly question practical rationality, the normative 

system of practical rationality is supposed to provide real, non-institutional reasons. However, 

the reasons provided by practical rationality are hypothetical rather than categorical; so, even 

though Joyce claims that there are real reasons, the reasons do not apply regardless of one's 

interests.201 This is the basis of his defense of premise (4). 

 Joyce adopts an instrumental account of practical reasons on which reasons are a means 

to an agent's ends. This is an internal account of normative reasons where reasons one has 

depend on his desires and beliefs. To show that an agent's subjective rational reasons would not 

satisfy the categoricity criteria of moral reasons Joyce borrows from Michael Smith's account of 

reasons.202 On this account, an agent has a normative reason to A if and only if he would desire 

to A if he were fully rational. The counterfactual is explained by appeal to an ideal counterpart 

who deliberates flawlessly, and has all and only true beliefs. The actions an agent has reason to 

perform are those actions that his ideal counterpart would advise him to perform. Where Joyce 

disagrees with Smith is in whether or not there would be convergence in the advice of rational 

agents. Given that one's reasons are based on his desires, Joyce claims that there would be no 

convergence: 

Actual agents have very different interests, desires, ideologies, projects, beliefs, 

etc., and there is every reason for thinking that this variation will transfer to their 

idealized versions. And if there is no convergence, a fortiori there is no 



102 

convergence towards a condemnation of stealing, a praise of promise-keeping, 

etc.203 

Since there is no convergence and the advice from the ideal agents varies according to the 

shifting ends of actual agents, there are no reasons that hold irrespective of the ends of the agent. 

So, if this account is right, there are no categorical reasons; and since categoricity is one of the 

criteria for moral reasons, there are no moral reasons. This is the sketch of Joyce's defense of 

premise (4). 

 However, I want to take his argument against Smith a step further. Joyce has argued that 

if the reasons that an agent has are based on the advice of an idealized counterpart, then there 

will be no convergence in reasons because the desires of an actual agent can vary and the desires 

of the idealized counterpart are influenced by the desires of the actual agent. The desires that the 

idealized agent ends up with are a function of the desires of the actual agent and the process of 

flawless deliberation. However, I doubt that this account can provide any reasons at all, let alone 

categorical reasons. There are infinitely many ways to build up from an actual agent to an 

idealized counterpart depending on the order in which we conceive of beliefs being added to the 

actual agent in order to construct the idealized version. However, the desires that an agent has 

shift not only with the starting belief but the ordering of received information. Some examples 

come from the literature on priming effects on cognition; an initial stimulus activates a concept 

or term, and via the process of associative spreading other concepts, memories, and emotions are 

activated; however, after the cascade of changes brought about by the prime, the agent is no 

longer in the same state; any new information received by the agent is influenced by his or her 

new current state (which is different from the state the agent would have been in with a different 

initial stimulus). So, there won't be any uniquely specified ideal agent. There will be many 



103 

"ideal" agents with different desires of their own. These ideal agents would likely not converge 

on their advice; so, there wouldn't be any specific advice that would count as a normative reason. 

Joyce's Moral Error Theory, Version 2 

Richard Joyce's The Evolution of Morality has two major parts.204 In the first half of the book 

Joyce addresses whether morality is innate; he develops a descriptive account of the evolution of 

moral judgment, moral reasoning, moral sentiment, and so on; he argues that moral judgment is 

adaptive. In the second half of the book Joyce discusses the upshot of the innateness of moral 

thought. Joyce critically evaluates attempts to vindicate morality by appeal to evolutionary 

accounts of morality and, having dismissed these vindicatory proposals, he goes on to develop an 

evolutionary debunking account of morality. My focus will be on the second half; I will examine 

the evolutionary debunking account and consider how it might be expanded into a broader 

normative error theory. 

 Michael Ruse and E. O. Wilson in "Moral Philosophy as Applied Science" offer an early 

version of the evolutionary argument. On their account we can give a full explanation of moral 

judgments by appeal to evolution. So, by Ockham's razor we can eliminate the redundant moral 

facts. In what follows I will discuss how Joyce improves on this account. 

 Joyce rightfully begins his discussion of genealogical debunking accounts by raising a 

caveat about arguments of this sort. Merely pointing out that a belief has a causal history does 

not debunk it; presumably, all beliefs have a causal history and at least some of those beliefs are 

justified. However, while not all origins undermine the justification of a belief, sometimes 

knowledge of a belief's genealogy does undermine that belief's justification. 

 Joyce gives the following case to demonstrate successful genealogical debunking.  
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Suppose that there were a pill that makes you believe that Napoleon won 

Waterloo, and another one that makes you believe that he lost. Suppose also that 

there were an antidote that can be taken for either pill. Now imagine that you are 

proceeding through life happily believing that Napoleon lost Waterloo (as, indeed, 

you are), and then you discover that at some point in your past someone slipped 

you a “Napoleon lost Waterloo” belief pill. It is not a matter of your learning of 

the existence [of] such pills and having no way of knowing whether you have ever 

taken one; rather, we are imagining that you somehow discover beyond any shred 

of doubt that your belief is the product of such a pill. Should this undermine your 

faith in your belief that Napoleon lost Waterloo? Of course it should.205 

Joyce thinks that this thought experiment draws out the intuition that the pill-induced belief is 

unjustified and, then, Joyce claims that we should take the antidote to cure ourselves of the 

condition.  

 Joyce considers two complications for an attempt to apply (i) the judgment about the 

beliefs about Napoleon that have their origin in belief pills to (ii) moral beliefs, the origin of 

which can be explained by evolution. The first problem is that it is unlikely that particular beliefs 

are "hard-wired" in by evolution such that they develop "inevitably, irrespective of 

environmental factors."206 However, a belief can still be innate (as opposed to learned) even if 

environmental triggering conditions play a role in that belief's becoming occurrent. Second, 

Joyce does not argue that particular moral beliefs are innate; instead, he argues for the 

plausibility of a "specialized innate mechanism (or series of mechanisms) whose function is to 

enable this type of acquisition. This mechanism, I hypothesize, comes prepared to categorize the 

world in morally normative terms; moral concepts may be innate even if moral beliefs are 
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not."207 He attempts to accommodate these complications by revising his Napoleon belief case. 

The pills in the modified scenario do not produce particular beliefs about Napoleon; instead, they 

induce beliefs involving the concept of Napoleon. Moreover, rather than a specific belief about 

Napoleon losing the battle of Waterloo, the subject forms a general belief about Napoleon. It is 

not specified how the content of the particular beliefs is generated, Joyce leaves it open that the 

content could be randomly generated or that it could be environmentally triggered to form one 

way or another. What remains the same as the initial case is the following important point: upon 

taking this pill the subject forms some belief about Napoleon and without taking the pill he 

would not have formed any beliefs about Napoleon. 

 Earlier in this section I noted the observation that not all genealogical accounts debunk 

beliefs. The contrast between genealogies that debunk and those that don't should serve to clarify 

Joyce's argument. Joyce provides some examples of where the genealogy does not undermine the 

justification of a belief: mathematical beliefs and beliefs involving the concept of children. The 

belief that 1 + 1 = 2 is not undermined even if we assume that there is an evolutionary 

explanation for inbuilt faculties of simple arithmetic. Faculties that produce true beliefs of simple 

arithmetic are useful. For instance, suppose a person who needs food is gathering apples from a 

tree and he observes that there are five apples but, then, he sees a competitor make off with two 

of the apples; the gatherer will save energy if he stops after he has gathered the remaining three. 

Similarly, in other cases of gathering, keeping track of stored resources, sharing resources with 

others, and comparing resources to others, having true beliefs of simple arithmetic is useful. 

Moreover, Joyce contends that there is no account for how faculties that produce false simple 

arithmetical beliefs could have enhanced reproductive fitness; in point of fact, beliefs of simple 

arithmetic can be deadly. In Joyce's example, if a man knows that he is being chased by three 
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lions and he sees two break off the hunt, it would be maladaptive to slow down. However, 

supposing that there are such innate faculties, the truth of mathematical claims such as "1 + 1 = 

2" is part of the explanation for how these faculties were built in by processes of natural 

selection.208 As an alternative case which demonstrates the contrast to the Napoleon belief pills 

Joyce asks us to suppose that our concept of children is innate; even if it were, this genealogy 

would not undermine beliefs about children because the genealogy would involve the presence 

of children. 

 The contrast these cases are supposed to illustrate is between genealogies in which the 

truth of the beliefs play a role in explaining why we hold the beliefs and genealogies in which the 

truths or facts of the matter are irrelevant to why we hold them. In the Napoleon case, the subject 

is dosed with a pill that generates a belief about Napoleon. Why the subject holds the belief is 

wholly explained without invoking its truth; whether the belief is true, "Napoleon lost the battle 

of Waterloo," or false, "Napoleon won the battle of Waterloo," the explanation is the same. This 

is not the case for other beliefs; sometimes the genealogical explanation will include the truth of 

the belief in question. 

 Joyce contends that morality can be given a genealogical story and the most plausible 

such story is more analogous to the case of pill-induced Napoleon beliefs than it is to the cases of 

mathematical beliefs or beliefs about children:  

Whether we assume that the concepts right and wrong succeed in denoting 

properties in the world, or whether we think that they suffer from referential 

failure that puts them on par with the concepts witch and ghost, the plausibility of 

the hypothesis concerning how moral judgments evolved remains unaffected.209  
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There are innate moral concepts, the genealogical explanation of which makes no reference to 

the truth or falsity of the beliefs that employ them. Instead, the explanation of our moral beliefs 

is dependent on the usefulness of moral concepts, in the sense of enhancing reproductive fitness. 

Joyce reinforces this point by asserting that "were it not for a certain social ancestry affecting our 

biology, we wouldn't have concepts like obligation, virtue, property, desert, and fairness at 

all."210 And once we become aware of this genealogical explanation we should do the equivalent 

of taking the antidote to the Napoleon belief pills by adopting a moral agnosticism. 

 Joyce's position can be understood as a development of Gilbert Harman's argument for 

reductive moral naturalism. Harman sought to establish that moral claims that cannot be reduced 

to naturalistic non-moral claims are epistemologically problematic. Harman presents a scenario 

in which you round the corner to see some children pour gasoline on a cat and ignite it; 

according to Harman, we immediately judge that this act is wrong.211 Harman compares this to a 

scientific case involving non-moral judgments. In this scientific case a physicist sees a bubble in 

a cloud chamber and forms the belief that a proton passed through the cloud chamber. According 

to Harman there is a distinct difference between the two cases. In the moral case, in order to 

explain our judgment that the act of burning the cat is wrong "you need only make assumptions 

about the psychology or moral sensibility of the person making the moral observation."212 In the 

scientific case protons figure into the best explanation for the vapor trail and, hence, the 

subsequent observation that a proton passed through the cloud chamber. Harman notes that 

making a claim about the world better explains the physicist's belief than simply making claims 

about his psychology. 

 I take Joyce to interpret the argument in the following way: if there is no explanation of 

moral beliefs according to which their truth or falsity is relevant, then moral beliefs are 
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unjustified. Moral facts threaten to be redundant unless they can figure into an explanation for 

our moral beliefs.213 Joyce considers several explanatory stories. First, he considers a setup in 

which there are two independent hypotheses that purport to explain moral judgments. Hypothesis 

A is a hypothesis about the non-moral genealogy of moral judgments. Hypothesis B is about 

moral facts. Given that hypothesis A fully explains the occurrence of moral judgments 

independently of the truth or falsity of the hypothesis and that hypothesis A is well-supported by 

empirical evidence, then we should eliminate hypothesis B and the extra ontology it introduces. 

That is, unless either hypothesis B provides some part of the explanation of moral judgments that 

hypothesis A leaves out or hypothesis A is not empirically confirmed, there is no reason to 

accept hypothesis B. 

 However, Joyce notes that at this point in the discussion it would be too hasty to conclude 

that moral beliefs are unjustified. Joyce considers another explanatory arrangement in which 

hypothesis A and hypothesis B are not independent; instead, moral facts reduce to the entities 

posited in the genealogical account. If any moral theories can successfully account for such a 

reduction, then the foregoing style of reasoning does not present a challenge to the moral facts 

posited by the hypothesis. 

 Joyce considers inescapable practical authority to be a non-negotiable platitude of 

morality. If this is right, then a naturalistic moral theory must provide an account for how 

inescapable practical authority is reducible to the elements of the genealogical account if it is to 

successfully pass Harman's challenge.214 However, Joyce argues that there is no good naturalistic 

reduction of inescapable practical authority. 

 Harman attempts to provide a reductive theory that passes his own challenge: 
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In this view, for an act to be wrong is for the agent to have sufficient reasons not 

to do it, where this is equivalent to saying that if the agent were to reason 

correctly, the agent would end up deciding not to act.215 

So, Harman seems to provide an account of sufficient reason not to perform an act A according 

to which an agent S has a sufficient reason not to A if and only if S would decide not to A if S 

were to reason correctly. Extending this approach, an agent S has a sufficient reason to A if and 

only if S would decide to A if S were to reason correctly. Moreover, according to Harman the 

outcomes of correct reasoning partially depend on the input from one's own interests such that 

what one ought to do can vary depending on his interests. 

 Joyce does not think that Harman's solution successfully reduces inescapable practical 

authority. On Joyce's account, the sort of practical authority that moral reasons possess is 

inescapable; it applies to agents irrespective of their interests. However, Harman's account does 

not guarantee this sort of inescapable practical authority that Joyce claims is an essential 

component of morality; it does not rule out that a cruel agent could be led by correct reasoning to 

decide on more effective means of causing pain to others for his own enjoyment. Joyce claims: 

What the moral naturalist evidently needs is a substantive and naturalizable 

account of 'correct practical reasoning' (or 'practical rationality') according to 

which any person, irrespective of her starting desires, would through such 

reasoning converge on certain practical conclusions that are broadly in line with 

what we would expect of moral requirements.216  

 In this passage Joyce claims that the account must be naturalizable; I take it that what he 

means is that it must provide a reductive account of correct reasoning of the sort that would pass 

the challenge of Harman's argument. He also sets the requirement that the account of reasoning is 
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substantive; this requirement is put in place to satisfy the inescapability that a purely formal or 

procedural account of reasoning cannot provide. Finally, his requirement that output of such 

reasoning must "converge on certain practical conclusions that are broadly in line with what we 

would expect of moral requirements" seems to be in place because there are conceptual 

constraints on what a moral theory should be like; an account of correct reasoning that required 

us to torture others for pleasure would deviate too far from an acceptable account of morality. 

 According to Joyce, no account successfully meets these requirements. He identifies the 

main attempt to meet these requirements with a Kantian approach of the sort defended by 

Christine Korsgaard that David Copp calls the self-conception strategy.217 On this strategy a 

rational person must conceive of herself in a certain way but treating moral reasons as 

authoritative is necessary for her to maintain that conception. Wrongdoing, on this account, 

amounts to a kind of self-harm; the wrongdoer somehow harms her basic agency, integrity, 

identity, or her sense of the value of her own life. The nature of this harm is unclear; Joyce points 

out that it is difficult to see how the fact that someone sets a cat on fire, lies, or cheats on their 

taxes when they believe that it's wrong renders themselves "dead or worse than dead," as 

Korsgaard puts it.218 And even if a clearer account can be given about self-harm—about how 

wrongdoing damages integrity and identity as a human being—it is not obvious how this 

generates inescapable practical authority.  

 The discussion of Joyce’s argument sets up the main argument for my position, Moderate 

Normative Skepticism. Much of what has been said about morality can also be applied to 

normative reasons in general. There is a naturalistic account of our beliefs about normative 

reasons and our practical reasoning.219 So we can provide the following argument. Either 

normative reasons are reducible or they are not. Suppose first that they are not; then belief in 
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normative reasons is unjustified in much the same way that belief in moral reasons is unjustified. 

Now, if we try to assume the other disjunct there is a serious problem. Normative reasons cannot 

be reduced to the non-normative without losing their characteristic normative force.220 So either 

way, we end up with a normative skepticism. 

Olson: Problems with Hypothetical Reasons 

Error theorists often reject categorical reason but attempt to provide an account of hypothetical 

reasons (for instance, Mackie and Joyce). However, the problems with categorical reasons also 

apply to hypothetical reasons. As Jonas Olson puts it: 

[E]rror theorists find it puzzling how there can be facts that count in favor of 

certain courses of behavior. But why would it be any the less puzzling for facts 

about desires, and facts about what would bring about satisfaction of those 

desires, to count in favor of certain courses of behavior? In other words, if 

categorical reasons are metaphysically puzzling, why believe that hypothetical 

reasons are any the less metaphysically puzzling?221 

In answer to this question, if reasons are explained in terms of counting in favor, then, whether 

they are categorical or hypothetical, they will be equally problematic. Counting in favor is a 

normative notion, but it is not reducible. So, it will not pass Harman's challenge and judgments 

involving normative reasons will be unjustified. 

 Olson's response is to reject the counting-in-favor account of normative reasons. Instead, 

"claims about hypothetical reasons are true only if they reduce to empirical claims about agents' 

desires and (actual or believed) efficient means of bringing about the satisfaction of these 

desires."222 Reasons that are reducible in this way pass Harman's challenge. However, such 

reasons lose what is characteristically normative about normative reasons. Surprisingly, Olson 
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agrees but he thinks this is as it should be for an error theorist. This is where I disagree with 

Olson. An account of normative reasons where the reasons are not normative gives up the game. 

That normative reasons are normative is not just a point about what they are called, it is a point 

about the role they serve in our reasoning. Normative reasons close the question "what ought 

(simpliciter) I to do?" Reducing them to claims about our desires and efficient means of 

satisfying those desires does not resolve this question. An agent can intelligibly ask why he 

should have certain desires or why he should take an efficient means to the end. Olson's account 

cannot provide satisfying answers to these questions. This reduction, and others like it, have lost 

sight of the essential normativity of normative reasons. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

A DEFENSE OF MODERATE NORMATIVE SKEPTICISM 

 

In Chapter 2, I introduced my position as Moderate Normative Skepticism. In what 

follows I will establish the foundation for a defense of my view. I will consider several putative 

problems for Moderate Normative Skepticism and suggest some avenues for evading these 

problems. I end with a very tentative sketch of normative evaluation compatible with MNS. 

MNS is skepticism about normative reasons. The view does not deny that there are 

reasons, only that we have epistemic access to reasons. The primary concern regarding epistemic 

access is the supposed relationship between normative reasons and our beliefs about normative 

reasons; it seems that normative reasons do not factor into the best explanation of our beliefs 

about them. However, what epistemic ground does the proponent of normative skepticism have 

to stand on when arguing for his position? I propose a modest account of normative resources 

that the skeptic can retain, this provides a point from which the argument can be leveraged 

without falling into self-defeat. If I am right, then I have the outlines of a novel view of 

normativity and normative reasoning. Such a view might be modest in its skepticism, but it’s 

philosophical implications are far-reaching. 

Foundations for a Defense of Moderate Normative Skepticism 

 In the previous chapter I claimed that the error theoretic arguments cannot be halted at 

the border of morality. Instead, they extend a skeptical shadow over the entirety of the normative 

domain.  

In particular, I find Richard Joyce’s epistemological error theory to successfully 

challenge the supposed epistemic link between moral reasons and our beliefs about moral 
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reasons. There is a genealogical account for our having moral beliefs that does not include an 

account of a connection to the moral entities themselves; the truth or falsity of the moral claims 

is not relevant to the explanation of the moral beliefs. There are two potential responses to this. 

First, there could be an additional, independent explanation of the moral beliefs for which the 

truth or falsity of the moral claims is relevant; however, a redundant explanation would fare 

poorly against a fuller, empirically confirmed explanation. Second, it could be that moral facts 

reduce to the non-normative facts of the explanation; however, this approach loses the 

inescapable practical authority of morality.  

This style of argument applies is designed to target moral reasons, but I understand the 

problem to encompass normative reasons more generally. To begin with, beliefs about normative 

reasons and the concept of a normative have a genealogy. Some of this genealogy is cashed out 

evolutionarily; other parts in terms of cultural, social, and psychological features of a person’s 

life. Here are just some of the ways in which I propose that beliefs about normative reasons serve 

an adaptive function. Beliefs about normative reasons factor into first-person metacognition and 

give a reasoner purchase in evaluating and revising his own cognitive function or behavior. 

Beliefs about normative reasons provide a communicative tool in a group; we can use them 

evaluate, direct, or advise the conduct of others. And following Daniel Dennett’s discussion of 

moral, normative reasons function as conversation-stoppers playing a role in terminating 

practical deliberation.223 Beliefs about normative reasons promote cognitive adjustment for an 

individual in light of his interests, social guidance and control, evaluation and score-keeping of 

others in our community, and a way to proceed from explicit deliberation to action. 

This non-normative explanation is in want of further empirical research, so it is tentative 

in its current state; however, it is not without some evidential support. For instance, the 
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evaluation and score-keeping function has some basis in Robin Dunbar’s “Gossip Hypothesis” of 

language.224 This can apply normative language as a whole, and not just moral language. Our 

ancestors might, for instance, have wanted to communicate whether someone is a good reasoner; 

if someone does not reliable make successful or safe decisions, he might make for a poor hunting 

partner. 

Provided that some such non-normative explanation accounts for our concepts and beliefs 

about normative reasons, then this provides the basis for a skeptical argument similar in structure 

to Joyce’s argument regarding moral beliefs. As I suggested in the previous chapter, either 

normative reasons are reducible or they are not. Suppose first that they are not; then the best 

explanation for our moral beliefs will not include reference to moral entities. Now, taking the 

other disjunct, normative reasons cannot be reduced to the non-normative without losing their 

characteristic normative force.225 So either way, we end up with a normative skepticism. 

Some try to prevent the expansion of the error theoretic arguments by proposing accounts 

of practical reason that are based on institutional norms or the desires of the agent. In the 

previous chapter I looked at and dismissed some views that made this attempt (such as Joyce’s 

attempt to provide an account of practical reasons in his first error theory.) But there rather than 

engage in the exhausting task of criticizing these theories one-by-one, there are some general 

concerns that I can raise about attempts to sustain skepticism about moral reasons while accept 

some version of normative reasons. Importantly, I claim that these accounts of normative 

reasons, lose their characteristic normative force. 

This kind of objection is not new. Derek Parfit, for instance, provides what he calls “the 

Triviality Objection” against naturalistic theories in which normative properties are reduced to 

natural (non-normative) properties.226 Parfit begins by noting that naturalists begin my making 
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some positive substantive claim that when something has some natural property, it has some 

different normative property. For instance, “when an act maximizes happiness, this act is what 

we ought to do.” That much is fine; however, the naturalist makes a further identity claim, that 

some natural property is some normative property. Continuing the example, “when some act 

would maximize happiness, this property of this act is the same as the property of being what we 

ought to do.” The problem is that this would trivialize the first claim, turning it into only a claim 

that, for instance, “when some act would maximize happiness, this act would maximize 

happiness.” However, since the initial claim is not trivial, anyd naturalism based on this kind of 

identification is false. 

While there might be some doubts about Parfit’s Triviality Objection, Parfit is pushing on 

the right point. Normative reasons can’t be reduced to non-normative properties without losing 

what is normatively authoritative about them. In chapter 3 I discussed David Copp’s closed 

question account of normative authority. When we are engaged in the business of trying to 

decide what to do by figuring out what we should do, we are looking for, and evaluating, 

normative reasons for action. Normative reasons play the role of answering what we should or 

ought to do by closing the question.227 This point is similar to Dennett’s claim about the function 

of moral considerations as conversation-stoppers; normative reasons bring to a halt the process 

of deliberation about what one should do. Just as someone who claims he ought (simpliciter) to A 

but has no reason to A is conceptually confused, someone who claims that he has decisive 

reasons to A (and no compelling reasons to not A) but who denies that he ought to A is 

conceptually confused. 

However, for an account on which normative reasons are reduced to non-normative 

reasons, where, for instance, what we have reason to do is what maximizes happiness, it is 
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always possible to intelligibly ask “So what? Yes, A would maximize happiness, but should I 

A?” The point is not exactly Moore’s point in the Open Question Argument, it is a matter of what 

satisfies our practical deliberation when framed in terms of what we should do. Normative 

authority, and normative reasons that are the bearers of this authority, should be understood in 

terms of the role they play in practical deliberation. Normative reasons as such can’t fail to play 

the role of resolving the should question in a way that prevents intelligibly asking “So what?” 

Non-normative considerations, however, always leave the question open, however. So, they are 

not suited to be identified with normative reasons. 

If this is right, then that leaves us with normative reasons understood as irreducible 

entities. However, as mentioned above, normative reasons of this sort are not likely to be the best 

candidates to explain why we have beliefs about normative reasons. The conceptual constraints 

on what can satisfy the role of a normative reason, also push normative reasons out of our 

epistemic grasp. 

Self-defeat and Toothlessness 

Perhaps the most significant challenge to Moderate Normative Skepticism (MNS) is the 

problem of self-defeat. That is, a position that is skeptical of normative reasons seems to have 

deprived itself of grounds upon which to support itself. 

Terence Cuneo provides a version of the self-defeat argument as criticism of epistemic 

nihilism. Epistemic nihilism is designed to be parallel to traditional moral error theory of the sort 

proposed by J. L. Mackie; Cuneo characterizes it with the following theses: 

The Epistemic Realist’s Speech Act Thesis: Some epistemic discourse is 

assertoric. 
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The Epistemic Nihilist’s Alethic Thesis: If the content of a predicative epistemic 

claim is true, then it is true in the realist sense, and no such content is true. 

The Epistemic Nihilist’s Ontic Thesis: If there are any particular epistemic facts, 

then they are as the realist says, and there are no such facts.228 

More simply, Cuneo characterizes epistemic nihilism in terms of theses about language, truth, 

and facts; epistemic language is used the way realists suppose that it is to make claims about the 

world, but none of these epistemic claims are true and there are no epistemic facts of the sort the 

realist supposes. Crucially, epistemic reasons and epistemic oughts are among the entities that 

the epistemic nihilist has renounced. 

 Having set up the position, Cuneo claims that the epistemic nihilists are left with a choice 

between two fatal options, “either epistemic nihilists hold that we have reason to believe 

epistemic nihilism or that we do not.”229 If the epistemic nihilist accepts the first disjunct that we 

do have such reason, then they have defeated their own position that there are no epistemic 

reasons. On this point, I concur with Cuneo. 

 Of course, the epistemic nihilist could opt for the other disjunct, holding that there is no 

reason to believe his position. However, Cuneo claims that this maneuver defangs the epistemic 

nihilist’s position. Granted, the epistemic nihilist has skirted self-defeat, but at the cost of being 

unable to provide warrant or justification for his position. Accepting the second disjunct “implies 

a radical version of epistemological skepticism according to which no entity can display 

epistemic merit or demerit.”230 On this point, I am not fully in agreement with Cuneo. Yes, there 

are hypothetical epistemic nihilists who concede all of their epistemic resources; however, since 

the view is modeled as a counterpart to Mackie’s moral error theory, it might be that there are 

some epistemic considerations to which even an epistemic nihilist can appeal. However, I won’t 
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push the point here, for whether or not an epistemic nihilist can hold on to some relevant 

epistemic resources, I maintain that my MNS retains its epistemic bite. I will return to this point 

later in the chapter. 

 At any rate, Cuneo goes on to argue that a further implication of accepting the right 

disjunct (that we do not have reason to believe epistemic nihilism), is that “it implies that there 

could be no arguments for anything.”231 Cuneo motivates this position by pointing out that the 

premises of an argument are offered as evidential support for the argument’s conclusion. That is, 

the premises are reasons for a conclusion. So, granted this implication, the epistemic nihilist 

cannot so much as provide an argument support of his view. Here, too, I will dissent from 

Cuneo; the epistemic nihilist can provide arguments for his view. But in order to sustain this 

position I will have to point out a different relation of support between the premises and 

conclusion of an argument. Again, I will deal with this below in my discussion of how MNS 

fares under the pressure of these criticisms. 

 Self-defeat and Toothlessness Objections Applied to MNS 

 Moderate Normative Skepticism is not epistemic nihilism. First, MNS eschews the strong 

metaphysical stance of the epistemic nihilist in favor of a position that is most readily 

characterized as epistemological. Secondly, MNS is moderate in in the sense that it does not 

propose skepticism about all normative claims, only claims about normative reasons and claims 

about reason-dependent entities.232 These differences are significant when it comes to 

overcoming the challenges faced by skeptics about normative reasons. 

 Above, we saw that Cuneo claims that rejecting normative reasons (and, hence, epistemic 

resources such as justification that might depend on reasons) leaves the epistemic nihilist’s 

arguments toothless. Likewise, MNS cannot avail itself of normative reasons without suffering 
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self-defeat; however, this does not mean that there are no epistemic resources to which a 

proponent of MNS can appeal. 

 If a claim cannot be said to be justified by reasons, that does not prevent us giving a 

positive epistemic evaluation of the claim, for instance, as a product of reliable process. Nor does 

it prevent us from evaluating the claim as product of a rational process, where rationality is 

understood in a way that does not depend on normative reasons. 

 Additionally, I mentioned above that we can understand the relationship between the 

premises and the conclusion of an argument in a way that allows a proponent of MNS to defend 

his skeptical position even without being able to appeal to normative reasons. Cuneo’s position is 

understandable; premises are often referred to as being or providing reasons to believe the 

conclusion. However, this is not the only evidential relationship that is said to obtain in an 

argument. Consider arguments of the form: 

P  Q 

P 

Therefore, Q 

The quality of arguments instantiating this form can be understood apart from the “counting in 

favor” relation provided by normative reasons. We can see that this is valid, that arguments of 

this form are truth-preserving. A proponent of MNS can appeal to these properties and relations 

even if he is barred from appealing to normative reasons on pain of self-defeat. So, sentences 

serving as premises of arguments can be taken as evidence even setting aside evaluating them as 

reasons. 

 The problem is much more pronounced in cases of inference to the best explanation. It 

might seem difficult to understand how epistemic criteria such as unification, independent 
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testability, or fecundity favor a hypothesis without explaining their role in terms of normative 

reasons.233 However, even the epistemic criteria of inference to the best explanation can be 

understood in terms other than normative reason. We can speak of the truth-conduciveness of 

reasoning according to the epistemic criteria or how incorporating them into reasoning results in 

a reliable process for certain ranges of investigation.  

 Rationality and Reasoning without Normative Reasons 

 Stephen Stich, Michael Bishop, and J. D. Trout have developed non-traditional accounts 

of cognitive or epistemic evaluation. While I won’t insist that they are really normative skeptics 

of some variety like mine, their works have provided some inspiration for the development of an 

account of reasoning and rationality that does not depend on normative reasons. 

 Stich offers a consequentialist account of cognitive evaluation. In Fragmentation of 

Reason, he glosses the view as follows: 

In evaluating systems of cognitive processes, the system to be preferred is the one 

that would be most likely to achieve those things that are intrinsically valued by 

the person whose interests are relevant to the purposes of the evaluation. 

Later, Stich, Richard Samuels, and Luc Faucher, argue for a consequentialist account of 

rationality based on the rejection of the “Standard Picture of Rationality.”234 On the Standard 

Picture of rationality, “the appropriate norms for reasoning are derived from formal theories such 

as logic, probability theory and decision theory.” However, the account of rationality proposed 

by Samuels, Stich, and Faucher is not only consequentialist, it is also relative to the cognitive 

resources of the reasoner. On their view, “good reasoning is reasoning that tends to result in the 

possession of things that we value.” 
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 Bishop and Trout develop an account of reasoning that rejects what they call Standard 

Analytic Epistemology; “the fundamental aim of SAE is to deliver an account of epistemic 

justification or knowledge (or one of their close relatives, e.g., warrant).”235 Instead, they offer an 

account of reasoning excellence. “Epistemic excellence involves the efficient allocation of 

cognitive resources to robustly reliable reasoning strategies applied to significant problems.”236 

That is, reasoning reliably isn’t enough to be an excellent reasoner, one must reason reliably 

about significant problems. 

 Both accounts incorporate values that are not amenable to MNS. However, these, 

accounts suggest a way forward for an account of rationality that will work for Moderate 

Normative Skepticism. The relativization of rationality to the interests and capacities of the agent 

from Stich, Samuels, and Faucher and the rejection of justification-based accounts of rationality 

from Bishop and Trout are stepping stones to a theory of rationality for MNS. 

 At this point, I can only offer a tentative proposal for a theory of rationality. The rough 

outlines are as follows. Given the skepticism of normative authority that is the core of MNS, an 

account of rationality as subjective mental functioning would provide a basic form of rational 

evaluation. The versions of a subjective mental functioning account of rationality that are 

compatible with the MNS would not build in any particular ends; rather, the ends, and hence, the 

relevant function, would be selected based on the interests of the evaluator or reasoner. 

Moreover, the mode of evaluation would also be selected based on the interests of the reasoner 

or evaluator. For instance, depending on the interests of the evaluator, reasoning processes could 

be evaluated in terms of their reliability in producing the desired end, or their efficiency, or some 

criteria of interest. 
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 An account such as this would be exceedingly thin from the normative perspective. The 

relevant ends, functions, and standards selected depend on the whims of the evaluator. However, 

an account this thin would not run afoul of the normative commitments compatible with MNS. 

Irrationality would be a functional deficiency of some kind. Considering a functional account of 

rationality, T.M. Scanlon notes that any norms or oughts that are related to such a functional 

process “need have no normative force for an agent who recognizes them.”237  While this is not a 

form of praise from Scanlon, it is well suited to MNS. Moreover, while thin, it does provide for a 

form of cognitive evaluation. We can evaluate a reasoning process as reliable, efficient, or even 

good for some end. 

 The argument for self-defeat or toothlessness relies on denying the normative skeptic the 

resources with which to defend his position. In the last two sections, I’ve attempted to lay the 

foundations for a thin theory of normativity that the normative skeptic can access. This thin 

normativity is within epistemic reach of the proponent of MNS but at the expense of normative 

authority. However, I contend that even this weak normative ground provides enough of a point 

for the moderate normative skeptic to gain leverage for his arguments. If the moderate normative 

skeptic can discuss which arguments are valid, which cognitive processes reliable produce true 

belief, which evidential criteria are truth-conducive in an inference to the best explanation, and 

so on, then this is all that is needed to argue for the view and defend it against criticisms of self-

defeat. 

 The Pyrrhonean Approach to Skepticism about Normative Reasons 

 The forgoing discussion is engaged in the project of retaining a thin framework of 

normativity in order to gain some footing in advancing arguments for MNS. However, there is an 
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approach to developing skepticism about normative authority that does not rely on retaining 

normative resources. I call this the Pyrrhonian approach. 

 The Pyrrhonian flips the self-defeat argument oven on its head by attempting to show that 

the best use of reasons leads us to reject reasons. This is reminiscent of Michael Smith’s claim 

that J. L. Mackie’s arguments for error theory constitute an internal critique of morality; that is, 

“It purports to show that someone who is committed to morality shouldn’t be so committed, and 

it purports to show this on terms that the person can himself recognize.”238 To draw on a 

metaphor, rather than sawing off the branch you’re sitting on, this strategy is about kicking away 

the ladder after having climbed up. The resources that are ultimately rejected, normative reasons, 

are freely used in establishing the argument. 

 The overall structure of the argument need not differ from the argument I have sketched 

in this chapter. The main differences of the Pyrrhonian approach are, first, the Pyrrhonian 

unabashedly claims to provide reasons to believe his skeptical position (when establishing the 

argument) and, secondly, that the Pyrrhonian does not need to retain a modest normative 

framework.239 However, once the skeptic has climbed the ladder, having relied on and then 

rejected normative reasons, he can say no more.  

 Amoral Monsters 

 I’ve heard people express their fears of atheists, “If they don’t believe in God, what is to 

keep these atheists from committing evil deeds? What’s to stop them from indulging in theft, 

rape, or murder? Will the example they set lead others into depravity?” There are a number of 

concerns that can be expressed along this vein, but none of them are compelling. A common 

response from atheists is that denying God does not mean that we must deny morality. This is 

right; however, there is a worry that the normative skeptic cannot similarly evade these concerns. 



125 

Perhaps theists and atheists alike have to fear the normative skeptics prowling in the night. I 

think that these concerns are unfounded; society has no more to fear from the normative skeptic 

than it does the realist. 

 If the question underlying these concerns is “Why be moral?” then it’s correct that the 

normative skeptic cannot avail themselves of the atheist’s response suggested above.240 After all, 

on a view such as mine, I cannot adopt a moral standpoint and claim that we have reasons to be 

moral without resurrecting the specter of self-defeat. This, of course, is not a flaw of the view 

(from the perspective of the proponent), it is simply the view itself. 

 However, to normative and moral realists, the silence in response to the question of why 

we should be moral might be considered damning. From these concerns, we can construct a 

practical argument that depends on the claim that if the normative skeptic cannot provide reasons 

to be moral, then he will act in ways that the moral realist considers immoral; since we can’t 

accept someone with a view that will lead him to act in ways that we consider immoral, then the 

moral skeptic must be quarantined, ostracized, or otherwise rejected from the community.  

 As a first response to this, while a normative skeptic can’t give a normative reason to not, 

for instance, cheat another out of their livelihood, the skeptic likewise can’t give a reason to 

cheat others.241 More generally, though the normative skeptic cannot provide normative reasons 

to be moral, neither will he claim normative reasons to act in ways that the realist considers 

immoral. As Joseph Raz put it: 

The amoralist is not, of course, the immoralist. He does not deliberately defy 

morality, that is he is not a Miltonian Lucifer knowing the truth and rejecting it in 

his life. It is best to think of him as someone innocent of all knowledge of 

morality. Alternatively, if he was told about it he disbelieves it. He does not 
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believe that it has any validity. He would accept it were he convinced of its 

validity but he is not.242 

While this might not fully assuage the realist’s concerns, given that this concern presupposes a 

tight connection between an agent’s commitment to the normative reasons he has to act and his 

corresponding conduct, by pointing out that the agent lacks reasons to behave immorally, the 

worst of the concerns are blunted. After all, if the explanation of the skeptic’s conduct is not 

couched in terms of the normative reasons to which he is committed, then we must look 

elsewhere for an explanation. 

 I doubt that a person’s conduct can be determined solely from their metanormative or 

metaethical views. Instead, better predictors of a person’s conduct are their desires, temperament 

and other dispositions, the quality of their relationships with family and friends, record of past 

behavior, and so on. Of course, metanormative views might have some impact on behavior, but 

this will be tempered by a wide range of factors that influence our conduct and relationships with 

others.243 For instance, a normative skeptic might care about his friends and, so, want to make 

them happy or avoid upsetting them; the skeptic might feel compassion even for non-human 

animals, and want to act in ways that minimize harm to them; the skeptic might want to be well 

liked by his community; the skeptic might have strong aversive responses to seeing others in 

pain; and so on. There are many psychological characteristics of a human being that can explain 

his prosocial conduct even in the absence of that person’s commitment to normative reasons. On 

this point, many of the explanations for a human’s prosocial behavior will be continuous with the 

explanations for the prosocial behavior of non-human animals. 

 Even the normative realist should acknowledge that much of our behavior does not 

require an appeal to normative reasons. As Alan H. Goldman points out in many ordinary 
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situations there is no deliberation of the sort philosophers typically describe which involves the 

explicit contemplation or weighing of reasons. To direct this point towards what “moral” 

behavior, Bernard Williams famously pointed out that deliberation about whether to save one’s 

wife or a stranger, when confronted with a dilemma in which both are in danger but only one can 

be saved, would be “one thought too many.”244 Although Williams had something very different 

in mind than the point I am pushing, I think that we are in agreement that one can be 

immediately motivated by one’s love or concern. And these sentiments underlying personal 

relationships are available to the normative skeptic as well.245 To draw on the distinction raised 

in chapter 3, though the normative skeptic cannot appeal to normative reasons, he can appeal to 

motivational reasons; and he can be motivated to conduct himself in a fashion that is nearly 

indistinguishable from the moral realist in his day-to-day life. 

 Finally, there are many social mechanisms for ensuring prosocial conduct. We have 

systems of law and punishment, as well as the censure among private individuals. These social 

mechanisms can incentivize prosocial behaviors and disincentivize antisocial behaviors. Reasons 

or no, ordinary human beings are motivated by these mechanisms. Even if I don’t recognize 

normative reasons to avoid pain, I am averse to it. There are ample resources to ensure conduct 

that is compatible with “moral” behavior. 

Conclusion 

Error theories of morality can offer a better explanation for our moral beliefs than 

normative entities. However, it is difficult to find a principled point at which to stop the theory of 

error; most error theorists fail to notice that their arguments generalize to the normative domain 

more broadly. In particular, for those error theorists who find the normative authority of moral 

reasons problematic, it seems that their arguments encompass normative reasons in general. 
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My approach to Moderate Normative Skepticism is an effort to investigate the outcome 

of accepting that the error theoretic arguments apply to normative reasons and not just moral 

reasons. I maintain that if the error theory is framed in epistemic terms, and some forms of 

normativity can be preserved (even if it’s of a limited institutional or functional sort), then the 

error theorist has the resources to maintain a stable metanormative position that preserves the key 

insights and appeal of traditional error theory.  
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ENDNOTES 

 

1 Mackie made much the same point in Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong. He was fine with institutional 

normativity involved in classing wool or judging the quality of an apple. It was a more significant form of 

normativity that troubled Mackie and that troubles me. 

2 It seems worth emphasizing that there are serious problems for taking formal theories of logic or mathematics to be 

straightforwardly sources of normative authority because many philosophers take logic relations to be the 

framework of rationality. Taking formal theories to be straightforwardly normative has “bleak implications” for 

human rationality, as Nisbett and Borgida put it in their article “Attribution and the Social Psychology of Prediction” 

(1975). For an influential and philosophically rigorous treatment of this concern see Christopher Cherniak’s Minimal 

Rationality. So while this may initially seem like one of my more contentious claims, I believe it is actually one the 

easier points that I will have to defend. 

3 See Philippa Foot, “Morality as a System of Hypothetical Imperatives;” David Brink, “Kantian Rationalism;” and 

Peter Railton, “Normative Force and Normative Freedom” and “A Priori Rules.” 

4 I do not contend that reasons are authoritative only if they are paired with principles. I take them to be the sort of 

things that would be perfectly authoritative on their own, provided they were to exist. However, I do contend that 

rules or principles have authority only when they are either supported by reasons (or generate reasons). 

5 As an aside, while attending the Santa Barbara conference on Reason and Value, I developed the distinct sense that 

the participants often ended up talking right past each other. My diagnosis of the problem is that they are coming to 

the same debate from such diverse theoretical positions that they sometimes fail to actually communicate. 

6 See John Broome, “Does Rationality Give Us Reasons?” 

7 For instance, Korsgaard takes a rational agent to be an agent that is guided by reason and uses this as a basis of 

criticism against the realist. However, realists often take a rational agent to be one that is guided by (or responsive 

to) reasons. 

8 Note that this suggests that I must develop a view of reasoning that does not require the existence of normative 

reasons; that is, an account of reasoning without reasons.  
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9 Korsgaard, “The Normativity of Instrumental Reason.” 

10 Niko Kolodny makes the distinction between reductive and nonreductive accounts of reasons in his article “Why 

be Rational?” As a third possibility, Joseph Raz seems to think that neither reasons nor rationality are explanatorily 

prior to the other. 

11 Parfit, for instance, takes a view of reasons like this; see his article, “Reasons and Motivation.” 

12 Berys Gaut, “The Structure of Practical Reason;” and Derek Parfit, “Normativity,” “Reasons and Motivation,” and 

“Rationality and Reasons.” 

13 See Michael Smith’s “Internal Reasons,” and “Internalism’s Wheel.” 

14 I will appeal to Michael Smith’s “Humean Theory of Motivation” and Al Mele’s Motivation and Agency in my 

discussion of motivating reasons as distinct from normative reasons.  

15 The explanatory role is not meant to conflate motivating reasons with normative reasons. I intend to keep these 

kinds of reasons distinct. What I have in mind is something like Dennett’s “intentional stance” wherein we presume 

that another human being is rational in order to explain and predict his behavior. Since for many theorists  reasons 

are intertwined with rationality (many non-reductive accounts take rationality to simply be aptly responding to 

reasons), it seems that considering what reasons are available to an agent might provide similar predictive and 

explanatory functions. 

16 Rather, our capacities for moral judgments are evolved solutions to adaptive problems that human beings 

encountered in our evolutionary histories. Joyce’s argument then proceeds to establish a genealogical debunking of 

morality. 

17 Though there may be an uncontentious form of normativity for logic and mathematics. For concerns regarding the 

normativity of formal theories see Cherniak’s influential book, Minimal Rationality. 

18 Joyce, The Evolution of Morality; Niko Kolodny, “Why be Rational;” Peter Railton, “Normative Guidance;” and 

Al Mele, “Reasonology and False Beliefs.” 

19 See Thomas Nagel, The Last Word; Jean Hampton, The Authority of Reason; David McNaughton and Piers 

Rawling, in progress; Terence Cuneo, The Normative Web. 

20 In addressing this question it strikes me that the debate between the naturalists and Plantinga regarding naturalism 

and evolution may be particularly salient. Evolution by natural selection operates toward the “goal” of survival and  
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reproduction, rather than truth. However, in some cases, “getting it right” is a reliable way of promoting survival and 

reproduction. So, an error theory grounded in evolution can explain why we evolved to believe some useful fictions, 

while at the same time explaining how we are endowed with the ability to get at truth in other domains. 

21 As I mention, my skeptic could only adopt some of what Bishop and Trout argue. Bishop and Trout’s view relies 

on reasoning about significant truths. I would have to eliminate or deflate the role of significance. 

22 Joseph Raz mentions this approach to what he calls “substantive reason” in his article “Explaining Normativity: 

On Rationality and Justification of Reason.” 

23 Likewise, in discussing ‘normative’, W.D. Falk writes that “the term is not one of ordinary language and there are 

no settled rules for using it.” See, Falk’s “Goading and Guiding”, p. 44. 

24 Indeed, certain analytic approaches to normativity render these questions inseparable. 

25 “Goading and Guiding,” p. 44.  

26 In both cases I avoid making the status of a claim as normative dependent on normative truths or facts. I take the 

claim ‘you morally ought to torture human beings to alleviate mild boredom’ to be both false and normative. 

27 I employ the term ‘elucidate’ as a contrasting term to ‘analyze’. Concepts that cannot be analyzed can nonetheless 

be made clearer. By way of example, Plantinga denies that modality can be analyzed, but claims that modal notions 

can still be elucidated. 

28 I take indirect normativity to be a derivative status conferred by the relation to those things that are directly 

normative. The point of assigning them this derivative normative status is simply to cast as wide a net as possible to 

include those sentences, the imperatives, which have often been taken to be normative (and sometimes they have 

been taken to be the sentences that are most clearly normative). However, my unwillingness to think of imperatives 

as straightforwardly normative is due to the distinction I will draw between normative considerations, on the one 

side, and motivational considerations or mere demands, on the other. 

29 Others, such as John Skorupski, have noted this distinction in the use of ‘normative’ in philosophical literature; 

see, e.g., Skorupski “What is Normativity?,” p. 247, fn. 1. 

30 I believe that this is how John Broome uses ‘normative’. In his article, “Does Rationality Give Us Reasons?,” 

Broome asks whether individual rational requirements are normative. His answer is that they are not because they 

are not related in the right sense to reasons or oughts (and ‘ought’ is the most basic normative term for Broome). 
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31 Dancy in Ethics Without Principles (p. 24); my characterization of the class of deontics and the class of 

evaluatives is also informed by Judith Jarvis Thomson in “Normativity” (pp. 240-241). Both Dancy and Thomson 

use the inclusive sense of normativity. 

32 I note that deontic claims are typically restricted to agents because there seem to be some uses of ‘ought’ that are 

undirected; e.g. “no one ought to starve in this day and age.”  

33 Accepting that this supposedly trivial claim is true rests on denying any third category. Those who do not follow 

me in classifying mixed normative statements or terms as normative may insist that such statements or terms occupy 

a third category. If so, my claim is false; however this is easy to fix: a concept is normative just in case both it is not 

non-normative and it is not mixed. Regardless, we are left with the trouble of trying to find a more satisfying 

account of normative concepts. 

34 Principia Ethica. 

35 “Ethical Naturalism,” p. 95. 

36 Moore describes the fallacy as involving mistaking a term or concept to be identical in meaning with another term 

or concept: “if anybody were to say, for instance, that pleasure means the sensation of red, and were to proceed to 

deduce from that that pleasure is a color, we should be entitled to laugh at him and distrust his future statements 

about pleasure. Well, that would be the same fallacy which I have called the naturalistic fallacy,” Principia Ethica, 

p. 13. Clearly, this is a very generalizable concern. 

37 “Ethical Naturalism,” pp. 95 – 96. 

38 The name is taken from Parfit, On What Matters. We will return to Parfit’s discussion of Wide naturalism later in 

the chapter. 

39 “Ethical Naturalism,” pp. 98 – 99. 

40 Rachels, James. “Naturalism.” The Blackwell Guide to Ethical Theory. Ed. Hugh LaFollette. Blackwell Publishers 

Inc.: Malden, Mass. (2001). 

41 Smith, Michael. “Moral Realism.” The Blackwell Guide to Ethical Theory. Ed. Hugh LaFollette. Blackwell 

Publishers Inc.: Malden, Mass. (2001). 

42 See also, Jackson, From Metaphysics to Ethics. 

43 “How to be a Moral Realist,” p. 195. 
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44 Smith argues for this in the article “Moral Realism” as well as in his book The Moral Problem. 

45 Smith, “Moral Realism,” pg. 30. 

46 “Ethical Naturalism,” p. 97. Likewise, in “Toward Fin De Siècle Ethics: Some Trends,” Darwall, Gibbard, and 

Railton point out that: an open question that relies upon these conditions [for successful analysis] establishes an 

‘is’/’ought’ gap only in the sense that it also establishes a ‘brother’/’male sibling’ gap,” p. 35, fn. 2. 

47 On What Matters, Volume 2, p. 265. 

48 On What Matters, Volume 2, p. 265. 

49 This claim does not obviously follow from a mutually exclusive classification of normative terms and naturalistic 

terms. At the outset of the investigation it seems possible that a normative, non-naturalistic term can be used to state 

a natural fact (or refer to a natural property). Allan Gibbard makes a similar point in “Normative Properties,” p. 323, 

where he argues that normative concept of being what one ought to do signifies a natural property. 

50 One way to attempt to meet this challenge is by picking out one (or a few) fundamental normative concepts, and 

arguing for a strict division between the fundamental normative concepts and the natural concepts. Although my 

own account ultimately shares a passing familiarity with this account I am doubtful about this approach since I favor 

a normative pluralism, which runs counter to the project of finding a fundamental normative concept. This will be 

discussed in greater depth later. (More clearly, what Parfit claims is the relation between the natural and the thin 

normative concepts is what is really relevant (centralism?); moreover, the thin concepts are non-natural. Even so, 

admitting of thick concepts muddies the waters.) 

51 But talking about natural as opposed to normative facts strikes me as potentially misleading; I take all facts to be 

of the same category (the category of true statements) and if anything is either natural or normative it is properties. It 

seems that any significant differences reside in what the facts are about rather than in the facts themselves. 

52 Regarding Parfit’s “negative” metaphysical stance see On What Matters, Volume 2, pp. 475 – 487.  

I take a truthmaker to be, as D.M. Armstrong puts it, “just some existent, some portion of reality in virtue of which 

that truth is true. The relation, I think, is a cross-categorial one, one term being an entity or entities in the world, the 

other being a truth;” from Truth and Truthmakers, p. 5. I am not, however, committed to further aspects of 

Armstrong’s view. 
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53 These claims require refinement. After all, (supposing for a moment that no truthmaker is both normative and 

natural) what about complex claims that require distinct natural truthmakers and distinct normative truthmakers. For 

example, ‘Aron has blue eyes and lying is wrong’: supposing that the sentence is true and that the truthmaker of the 

conjunct ‘lying is wrong’ is the sui generis normative property of wrongness, how do we categorize the fact? 

Categorizing this fact as one that is both natural and normative does not produce a natural, normative fact of 

relevance to the debate. Really, what is at issue is whether there can be some single property that is both natural and 

normative. Hopefully, I can put these concerns about the classification of facts to the side without compromising the 

discussion. 

54 It should be clear that I am uncomfortable with the language of facts that Parfit employs and I wonder to what 

degree his arguments rely on seemingly idiosyncratic fact-talk. However, I offer the above classificatory schema of 

facts as a way of (hopefully) staying faithful to Parfit’s arguments while simultaneously permitting me to discuss the 

arguments in language that makes more sense. 

55 On What Matters, Volume 2, p. 266. 

56 On What Matters , Volume 2, p. 275. 

57 On What Matters , Volume 2, p. 275. 

58 On What Matters , Volume 2, p. 276. 

59 On What Matters, Volume 2, p. 305. 

60 On What Matters, Volume 2, p. 336 – 337. 

61 On What Matters, Volume 2, p. 306. 

62 “Ethical Naturalism,” pp. 98 – 99. 

63 On What Matters, Volume 2, pp. 305 – 306. Parfit thinks that Wide Naturalism is a greater departure from 

Sturgeon’s Nonreductive Naturalism than it seems to me. Parfit seems to suggest (p. 781, in reference to p. 305) that 

Sturgeon is committed to normative naturalism in the reductive sense. This strikes me as being at odds with 

Sturgeon’s argument (although, Parfit correctly points out that Sturgeon’s view is not incompatible with the 

reductive sense of ‘natural’ that Parfit provides). The real difference seems merely to be that Sturgeon is open to 

discovering that a reductive version of naturalism is correct. 

64 On What Matters, Volume 2, p. 306. 

 



135 

 

65 On What Matters, Volume 2, p. 306. 

66 On What Matters, Volume 2, p. 306. 

67 The reconstruction is not rigorous; however, in this argument and many that will occur throughout my discussion I 

seek a balance between artificial rigor and natural language expressions that promotes clarity without sacrificing 

readability. 

68 Although Parfit frames most of his discussion in terms of facts, he sometimes slips into discussion in terms of 

properties. He made just such a slip in his discussion of this argument against the Causal Criterion. If I am right 

about what makes a fact natural, normative, or supernatural, then my discussion demonstrates the flow of his 

argument. 

69 Again, there are complications such as ‘Gold has atomic number 79 and God created the Universe’ that I will set 

to the side. 

70 “Ethical Naturalism,” p. 92. Thanks to David McNaughton for reminding me of this reference in conversation. 

71 Philosophical Papers, Volume I, p. xi. 

72 “Naturalism, Materialism, and First Philosophy,” p. 35. 

73 “Naturalism, Materialism, and First Philosophy,” p. 38. 

74 Philosophy of Mind, 2nd edition, chapter 2. 

75 From Hampton’s The Authority of Reason, pp. 34-35. Despite this point, Hampton goes on to argue that there is 

something queer about a feature of normativity (objective authority) that does not fit within the framework of 

science, Chapter 3. 

76 As a dialectical aside: at the very least, my willingness to accept certain types of naturalized normativity should 

clarify my position relative to others. But, as a forewarning, I don’t accept all forms of naturalized normativity. In 

addition, I hope that as my position is clarified over the course of the chapter. Those who are predisposed to object 

to any forms of naturalized normativity will find my view less contentious than it seems at this point in the 

discussion. 

77 This distinction is frequently associated with (so-called) Hume’s Law: ought-claims cannot be correctly deduced 

from is-claims.  
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78 Also, while showing that ‘ought’ statements can be derived from ‘is’ statements does not entail naturalism, most 

naturalists will want to show that we can transition to ‘ought’ judgments from relevant ‘is’ statements. 

79 David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, Book 3, Part 1, Section 1. 

80 Charles R. Pigden, “Naturalism,” A Companion to Ethics, edited by Peter Singer, p. 423. I’ve taken the quotation 

from Sinnott-Armstrong’s discussion of the ‘is’/‘ought’ distinction in Moral Skepticisms, p. 136. 

81 Hare defends this in numerous places, see, for instance, Moral Thinking, p. 16. 

82 For further discussion of this point see Barry Stroud’s Hume, pp. 186-188. 

83 Expressivists about normative judgments may handle the argument in ways that are importantly different than, for 

instance, cognitivist realists. 

84 Walter Sinnott-Armstrong points out several similar concerns for Hume’s Law and discusses how to reformulate 

the dictum in order to circumvent these problems; see Sinnott-Armstrong’s Moral Skepticisms, chapter 7. 

85 I may be too hasty here; my own claims may bear some similarity to a modified Hume’s Law. Even if this ends up 

being the case, the point will stand that Hume’s Law needs a great deal of refinement before it becomes 

philosophically compelling. 

86 One concern with which I must deal is that the deontic domain is fundamental. Buck-passing (fitting-attitude) 

accounts may be one way to develop such an account; another, perhaps, is John Skorupski’s account that the 

normativity of all that is normative comes from reasons, which belong to the deontic domain (Skorupski discusses 

this in his article “What is Normativity?”). If some account like this is correct, then an is-ought distinction may do 

the work of establishing an is-normative distinction. 

87 As noted above, one way to get the fact/value distinction to carry the load of non-normative/normative distinction 

is by making the case that the evaluative domain is normatively fundamental. Judith Jarvis Thomson argues for the 

relation between the evaluative and the deontic (directives) in “Normativity.” 

88 Perhaps a powerful argument for a thorough-going normative anti-realism will show that no normative statements 

can be true, in which case there is a distinction between facts and values (just as there is a distinction between facts 

and statements asserting that there are round squares). However, I am not an anti-realist of this stripe and, even if 

there is such an argument, beginning with a distinction between facts and values for considerations along these lines 

would be to pre-judge the issue. 

 



137 

 

89 Morality, Normativity, & Society, p. 11. Copp also rejects a fact/value distinction. 

90 From Metaphysics to Ethics, p.120. 

91 This definition is provided by Michael Ridge in “Ecumenical Expressivism: The Best of Both Worlds?,” p. 53. 

92 Expressivism adds to non-cognitivism the further claim that normative judgments are used to express pro-

attitudes. An expressivist might argue that since normative judgments have an essential motivational component, 

they must differ from other merely descriptive statements of fact. If this is what explains adherence to the is-ought 

and fact-value distinctions, I think it is misguided. First, it confuses normativity with motivation. Second, even 

supposing that normative judgments are essentially motivational, there are sophisticated versions of cognitivism that 

incorporate motivational elements (such as Copp’s realist-expressivism; see Copp, “Realist-Expressivism: A 

Neglected Option for Moral Realism”). 

93 This definition is provided by Michael Ridge in “Ecumenical Expressivism: The Best of Both Worlds?,” p. 53. 

94 On What Matters, Volume 2, p. 267 – 268. Nearly verbatim from Parfit. 

95 Supposing that this is an adequate conception of normativity, it does not follow that there are any normative facts 

at all. A thorough-going normative anti-realist might adopt an error theory and maintain that the hybrid account 

provides the right conception but that there are no normative facts. 

When I mention ‘responses’ I have in mind the possibility of response-dependent concepts that establish certain 

normative standards. Possibly, color concepts such as ‘red’ are examples of response-dependent concepts. If so, 

standards for defective color vision may be dependent on the responses of some class of agents under certain 

conditions. What is not clear to me is whether or not normativity of this sort can be subsumed under either norms or 

reasons, or whether it provides a unique source of normativity. 

96 Mackie made much the same point in Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong. 

97 But perhaps not all standards are normative. One might argue that a meter stick may set a standard such that a 

person is taller than or shorter than a meter. What makes criminality a normative notion is that a person’s behavior 

may be deemed correct or incorrect with respect to the law. Notions of correctness and incorrectness are normative 

whereas ‘taller than’ or ‘shorter than’ are relational notions of height. I’m not sure that a standard, in the sense of a 

standard of measurement, is the same sort of notion as that of a normative standard. 

98 In Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong, chapter 1. 
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99 Ibid., p. 26. 

100 It seems worth emphasizing that there are serious problems for taking formal theories of logic or mathematics to 

be straightforwardly sources of normative authority because many philosophers take logic relations to be the 

framework of rationality. Taking formal theories to be straightforwardly normative has “bleak implications” for  

human rationality, as Nisbett and Borgida put it in their article “Attribution and the Social Psychology of Prediction” 

(1975). For an influential and philosophically rigorous treatment of this concern see Christopher Cherniak’s Minimal 

Rationality. So while this may initially seem like one of my more contentious claims, I believe it is actually one of 

the easier points that I will have to defend. 

101 “Morality as a System of Hypothetical Imperatives,” p. 305. 

102 This may not be the best way to think of instrumental norms. If there are norms relating desires with actions, the 

ought claim may be wide scope such that the ‘ought’ governs the conditional rather than merely the consequent—

You ought (if you desire X, to do Y). If so, then the ‘ought’ judgment does not detach when the antecedent is 

satisfied. Also, the ‘ought’ is not retracted just because the agent relinquished the antecedent desire; it remains in 

force. 

103 “Normative Force and Normative Freedom,” p. 323. 

104 “Morality as a System of Hypothetical Imperatives,” p. 309. 

105 “Kantian Rationalism: Inescapability, Authority, and Supremacy,” p. 255. My discussion of these terms differs 

from Brink’s, however. 

106 See John Broome, “Does Rationality Give Us Reasons?” 

107 From the Merriam-Webster entry on mass nouns, see <http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/mass noun>. 

108 Or, to put it more cumbersomely, theoretical reasoning is reasoning about what is, was, will be, would be, or 

could be the case.  

109 Mele makes a note of this in Motivation and Agency, p. 87. 

110 Derek Parfit, “Normativity,” Oxford Studies in Metaethics: Volume 1 (New York, Oxford University Press, 

2006), p. 333. Although Parfit initially discusses this question in the context of ethics, he expands his discussion to 

normativity considered more broadly. So, ‘should’ or ‘ought’ are not restricted to moral ‘shoulds’ / ‘oughts’. 
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111 Jonathan Dancy, “What Do Reasons Do?,” Metaethics After Moore (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 

p. 46. 

112 Alfred Mele, Springs of Action (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), p. 142. 

113 See Mele’s Motivation and Agency for a defense of this view of intentions. 

114 Not all intentional actions need to be produced via a process that involves decisions, some intentions may be 

passively acquired 

115 Patrick Nowell-Smith, quoted in Parfit, “Normativity,” p. 333. 

116 Parfit, “Normativity,” p. 333. 

117 For a different approach, see Alfred Mele, Springs of Action (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), p. 230. 

Mele has suggested that “the acquisition of an intention to A… is the default condition of the formation of an 

unqualified judgment that it is best to A.”  

118 Parfit, “Normativity,” p. 334. 

119 Even maximizing theories have some room for the merely permissible; for example, in an act-utilitarian theory if 

utility is equally well served by two (or more) exclusive options and any other options would produce less utility, 

then although an agent would be required to choose among the best options, he is permitted to select one or the 

other. In such a case, the shall-question remains. 

120 David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, Book 3, Part 1, Section 1, Paragraph 5. 

121 See Mele, Motivation and Agency, Chapter 4, for a plausible account of the version of antecedent motivation 
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