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ABSTRACT 

When, if ever, is it rational for an agent to act morally? To fully answer such a 

question we must appeal to a theory of practical reason. My project is to defend one such 

theory by determining which features we most strongly associate with practical reason and 

then providing a theory which best accounts for those features. 

One of the chief features we associate with practical reason is that it has to do 

somehow with correct deliberation. Recognizing this feature leads theorists as diverse as 

Hobbes and Kant to accept what nught be called the standard view: it is correct 

deliberation, and correct deliberation alone, which reveals an agent's reasons. I argue that 

the most prominent and plausible examples of the standard view fail to show that there is 

any moral requirement that is rationally required for every given agent. 

I then argue that the inability to coimect rationality and morality in this way is a 

severe defect of the standard view. This is because another of the chief futures we 

associate with practical reason is that the phrase 'what is rational' is nearly synonymous 

with endorsing phrases such as "what makes sense' or 'what ought to be done'. I argue that 

in order to preserve this synonymy we must have a theory of rationality which is capable 

of saying it is always irrational to violate certain moral requirements; but, this is something 

the standard view cannot accommodate. 

[ argue that the theory which best captures the various features we assodate with 

practical reason is the virtue theory of practical reason. It says that an agent has reason to 



II 

perform an action Just in case there is a suitable deliberative connection between that 

action and some motive she would have were she to have a correct or virtuous set of 

motivations. I include in the dissertation a discussion of how we gain Icnowledge about 

this set of motivations. I also address various naturalistic worries that the virtue theory 

raises. 



INTRODUCTION 

My project is to defend the virtue theory of practical reason which holds the 

following: 

An agent has reason to X if and only if there is a suitable deliberative 
connection between X'ing and some motive that the agent would have if 
she had a proper, correct or virtuous motivational structure. 

The virtue theory has two features which are in special need of defense, viz., that it posits 

perspective-independent facts of practical reason; and, in particular it posits external facts 

of practical reason. Let me explain what these features are, and why they are problematic. 

Perspective-independent facts are those whose truth does not depend on who is 

making ±e judgment regarding their truth. For example, that the earth revolves around 

the sun is a perspective-independent feet. It is true even if everyone falsely judges that the 

sun revolves around the earth. 

The virtue theory posits perspective-independent facts of practical reason. An 

agent has reason to X if and only if there is a suitable deliberative connection between 

Xing and some motive she would have if she had a virtuous set of motives. The agent has 

the reasons that she has; it simply does not matter who is making the judgment regarding 

her reasons. 

Other theories of practical reason deny that there are perspective-independent facts 

of practical reason. For example, Gibbard's purelv expressive theory (which will be exam

ined in chapter 5) holds that for a given agent to call X rational is for her to endorse Xing 

in some particular way; and, the theory says, there is nothing more to rationality; thus, one 

can only answer whether an action is rational or not from a given agent's perspective. 



Gibbard and others present a series of strong arguments that purport to show that 

perspective-independent theories of practical reason are untenable. I shall respond to 

these worries by pladng the burden on those who would wish to maintain that there are 

perspective-independent &cts about science or the physical world, but only perspective-

dependent facts about practical reason and morality. I shall demonstrate that the most 

prominent arguments in the literature fail to provide a reason to treat the two types of 

facts differently; and, absent such a reason it would be entirely capricious to simultane

ously assert the perspective-independence of physical or scientific fects and the 

perspective-dependence of normative ones. 

Even if I am right to assert the perspective-independence of facts of practical rea

son, though, this does not settle matters in favor of the virtue theory. This is because 

there are other prominent perspective-independent theories including what must be con

sidered the standard view. This purely deliberative view says that an agent has reason to 

X if and only if there is a suitable deliberati\'e connection between her actual motives and 

Xing. According to such a theory there is an answer as to whether a given agent has rea

son to X that does not depend on who is judging the matter, but, unlike the virtue theory, 

purely deliberative theories make an agent's reasons relative to her actual set of motiva

tions, and not to a set of possibly counterfactual virtuous motivations. 

Given this difference between purely deliberative and virtue theories of practical 

reason I will (following Williams) refer to purely deliberative theories as internal theories 

and virtue theories as external theories. All that I mean to convey by these terms is that 



purely deliberative theories posit reasons which are relativized to actual, internal motiva

tional states of the agent and that virtue theories posit reasons which are relatized to possi

bly counterfactuaL, and thus external motivational states of the agent. 

I shall provide no knockdown argument for external theories over internal ones. 

Indeed, I think that people might reasonably differ over which is the correct theory. My 

aim then will be to show why it is that people might reasonably diflfer on this issue and 

why it is that I favor the external virtue theory. 

Let me summarize my views here. There are two important features we assodate 

with practical reason: viz., (1) the deliberative feature which says that practical reason is 

essentially internal—correct deliberation from actual motivations is all that practical reason 

amounts to; and, (2) the endorsement feature which says that practical reason is essentially 

a matter of endorsement and condemnation; in calling an action 'rational' one endorses it in 

a way that has important connections with one's view of the agent-in-question's Good. 

A natural move to make would be to recognize both the deliberative and the en

dorsement features as Jointly essential to the concept of practical reason and to find a the

ory which accounts for both; but, I shall argue (in chapter 2) that no theory of practical 

reason can jointly capture these two features to the fullest degree without certain unac

ceptable consequences. Chapters 6 & 7 are devoted to backing up this claim. 

This leaves us with a choice to make. What are we to do when we cannot get eve

rything out a concept that we hoped? I shall examine several responses to this conflict of 

reason and show why one reasonable response is to adopt an external, perspective-
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independent virtue theory. In chapter 3 I partially spell out what a proper or correct moti

vational set will look like. 

I shall also explain why it is reasonable to adopt a purely deliberative theory given 

the conflict of reason. The conflia of reason says that we cannot get everything we hoped 

for. By adopting the virtue theory in response to the conflict one says that the endorse

ment feature of practical reason is the most salient. By adopting a purely deliberative the

ory in response to the conflict one says that the deliberative feature is the most salient. 

And, I shall contend there is nothing left for philosophy to settle. 



CHAPTER ONE: A TAXONOMY OF 
PRACTICAL REASON 

1.1 Introduction 

My project is to articulate and defend a theory of practical reason. More spedfi-

caily I am seeking to provide an account of what justifies, and not merdy of what explains 

the behavior of practically rational agents.' Even when one limits the project in this way, 

however, one runs into an interesting difficulty: there are different, competing concep

tions of what constitutes practically rational behavior. Deciding on one conception will 

narrow one's choice of a theory of practical reason down to a family of theories compati

ble with that conception. Unfortunately, there is no good way present in the literature for 

deciding which is the correct conception of practical reason, or so I shall argue in the 

course of this dissertation. 

In the next chapter I will begin my defense of what I call the virtue theory of prac

tical reason. In this chapter my aims are more limited. First, I will convey the range of 

theories of practical reason that are on the table. Second, I will distinguish various kinds 

of practical reasons that one will find in each of these different theories. 

In the first section of the paper I will provide a taxonomy of theories of practical 

reason. There are, of course, many different ways that one might (tivide such theories and 

my taxonomy is by no means standard. My hope, though, is that the taxonomy I have 

' For a discussion of this distinction see Brink (1989: 39). (cf Baier 1958: 100, 
149; Nielsen 1963: 539; Frankena 1973: 114; Williams 1981b: 106-7) 

Also since I am interested in justification and not explanation the literature 
stemming fi-om Tversky (1975) and Kahneman and Tverslty (1990) is not directly relevant. 



chosen will help illuminate the differences between the theories and will assist my efforts 

the next chapter to argue for a particular theory. 



1.2 A Taxonomy of Theories of Practical Reason 
1.2.1 Bume's Eliminative Theory 

Hume's theory, very simply, is that actions and the "passions" upon which they are 

based are not subject to rational assessment. Actions may properly be deemed Virtuous' 

or 'vicious', but not 'rational' or 'irrational'. When Hume says that "Reason is, and ought 

only to be the slave of the passions" (415) he is saying that reason can inform an agent of 

matters of fact and relations of ideas, but it cannot serve to evaluate an agent's motives 

broadly construed. Reason can inform us of the «dstence of an object; reason can dis

cover means to achieve a particular end; indeed, the judgments of our rational faculties can 

be irrational insofar as they incorrectly inform us about the existence of objects or about 

means/ends relations; but, reason cannot serve to evaluate passions, or the actions which 

issue from them. 

Hume's position comes through most directly in this passage; "a passion must be 

accompanyd with some &lse judgment, in order to its being unreasonable; and even then 

'tis not the passion, properly speaking, which is unreasonable, but the judgment." (416) 

Again, Hume claims that desires, preferences, interests and actions are not rationally 

assessable. 

Hume's position is, in a way, eliminativist about practical reason. For him, actions 

are simply beyond the purview of rational assessment; they are neither rational nor irra

tional. Thus, if we view the study of practical reason as the study of which actions are ra

tional and which are irrational then we find that Hume is eliminativist about the concept. 

1.2.2 Purely Expressive Theories (Perspective-dependent theories) 
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I call the second class of theories of practical reason, recently championed by Allan 

Gibbard, purely expressive theories. Unlike Hume's eliminativisni, these theories allow for 

the rational assessment of actions; that is, actions can be appropriately judged as 'rational' 

or 'irrational. Indeed, all the other theories we will encounter agree on this point. 

What is peculiar to purely expressive theories is that they deny that there is, strictly 

speaking, a fact of the matter concerning which actions are rational or irrational; thus, they 

deny that there is a feet of the matter concerning what agents have reason to do. 

Instead, these theories hold that to call an action 'rational' or 'irrational' is to ex

press a particular state of mind endorsing or condemning the action. A given person will 

call an action 'rational' if she endorses the action in a particular way; indeed, we might go 

so far as to say that the action is 'rational for her", or 'rational by her lights'. But, accord

ing to purely expressive theories there is no way to judge an action as rational or irrational 

independent of any particular person's perspective. 

The final two sets of theories that we will examine differ on this point. They will 

hold that we can say what an agent has reason to do without referencing the judgment to a 

particular person's perspective; that is, they hold that there is a perspective-independent 

fact about what agent's have reason to do. 

Let me be clear what I mean by a perspective-independent fact. Whether or not 

'two plus two equals four* is a perspective-independent fact. Its truth does not depend on 

who is making the judgment. Beyond this I want to make no claims about the metaphysi

cal status of perspective-independent faas; in particular I want to emphasize that the issue 



of perspective-(ia)dependence is separate from the issue of realism/anti-realism. Observe, 

for example, that both realists and anti-realists about mathematics want to recognize the 

perspective-independence of mathematical facts. 

The next two classes of theories that we will examine assert the perspective-

independence of facts about practical reason; they make, as such, no fiirther metaphysical 

claims about how real or anti-real these facts are. 

1.2.3 Purely Deliberative Theories 

Purely Deliberative theories hold that an agent has a reason to X in virtue of there 

being a suitable deliberative connection between X'ing and some motive broadly construed 

that the agent currently has. According to these theories our attitudes toward the out

comes of an agent's correct deliberation are not what matters to the assessment of an 

agent's rationality; rather, it is correct deliberation, and correct deliberation alone, that are 

relevant to assessments of rationality. 

Purely Deliberative theories differ from each other in two ways: first, they may 

differ in which motives they construe to be relevant to judgments of rationality." Second, 

and more importantly for our purposes, they may differ in their views of the powers of 

deliberation. 

On the instrumental view of deliberation, deliberation sets means to ends, but 

never sets ends themselves. According to this theory an agent has ends that are, from a 

' For example, some theories will admit future desires as relevant to rationality, 
whereas others will only do so if there is a present desire to have future desires fulfilled. 
See Gauthier (1986: 36ff.) for a discussion of this matter. Also see Nagel (1970: 33-46) 



rational point of view, baitely there. Dififerent instrumental theories identify these brute 

ends in different ways; but, this intramural debate need not concern us.^ 

There is also an increasingly popular non-instrumental view of deliberation. For 

example, a reflective endorsement theorist will hold that deliberation can set ends in the 

following way: an agent reflects on all her values and preferences. She then tries to or

ganize and systematize these beliefs so as to eliminate conflict; the goal is to find that co

herent set of beliefs which, upon reflection, she is most inclined to endorse. The reflective 

endorsement theorist holds that an agent has reason to promote those ends she would en

dorse upon reflection. Importantly, this deliberative process of reflective endorsement sets 

both means and ends. 

Note the perspective-independence of purely deliberative theories—they can say 

what an agent has reason to do without making reference to a particular judger's perspec

tive. All that matters for the rationality of an action is whether there is a suitable delibera

tive connection between it and some motive of the agent in question. 

Also, following WilUams, let us call purely deliberative theories internal theories of 

practical reason.^ We call them internal theories in order to distinguish them fi-om the 

^ Some economists, for example, think that behavior somehow reveals our brute 
ends. Let's look to Gauthier for thoughts on this matter: Tor the economist choice alone 
is accessible to observation. Rationality is assumed wherever possible, so that a person is 
treated as behaving rationally if her choices may be given a maximizing interpretation." 
(1986: 27) He cites Luce and Raifi^ (50-1) and Winch (25) as examples. 

Gauthier, on the other hand, thinks that our brute ends are discovered by looking 
at both our revealed behavior and our aq)ressed preferences. (27-8) There are, I believe, 
intractable problems with both views. See Susan Hurley (1989: passim). 
* See chapter 4 for a disoission of Wdliams' terminology. 



virtue theories which make an agent's reasons far less dependent on her subjective/intemai 

motivational states. 

1.2.4 Virtue Theories 

Virtue theories say that an agent has a reason to X in virtue of there being a suit

able deliberative connection between Xing and some motive broadly construed that the 

agent would have if she had a proper, correct or virtuous set of motives. Given this reli

ance on the connection between reasons and a correct motivational structure, virtue theo

ries are (for the most part) ectemal theories of practical reasoiL' 

Observe that virtue theories, like purely deliberative theories, posit perspective-

independent facts about practical reason. In order to judge what an agent has reason to 

do we need to have recourse to the correct theory of deliberation (which may be either in

strumental or non-instrumental) and to what counts as a correct or virtuous set of motives. 

Importantly, we do not need to know who is making the judgment, and thus virtue theo

ries posit perspective-independent facts about practical reason. 

Virtue theories differ most importantly in their views about what counts as a cor

rect or virtuous set of motives. In the next chapter I present an argument for virtue theo

ries in general and in the chapter following that I discuss how we determine what is a 

correct or virtuous set of motives. 

It is easy to confuse the position of the virtue theorist with the internalist position 

in the debate concerning the connection between moral considerations and reasons for 

^ It is possible to have a virtue theory which identifies the correct set of motives 
with the motives that an agent actually has. In this case the virtue theory will be an 
internal theory; however, such theories will not be of great concern. 



actions. Let me disdnguish the two positions. I am most concerned with distinguishing 

virtue theories from what Brink calls Appraiser rntemah'sm.'^ (40) This is the view that in 

order for an agent to possess the concept of morality she must recognize a reason to X 

whenever she judges that X is morally required. 

A virtue theorist about practical reason can reject appraiser intemalism in two 

ways. First, she might view the proper, correct or virtuous set of motivations as impor

tantly different from the moral set of motivations and thus reject the idea that the judgment 

that X is morally required will be occasioned in the virtuous appraiser by a recognition of 

a reason to X. Or, she might see these two sets as overlapping and thus agree with the ap

praiser internalist that a judgment that X is morally required will be occasioned in the vir

tuous appraiser by a recognition of a reason to X; but, she may deny that the person who 

fails to recognize such a reason will lack the concept of morality; rather, she may say that 

he is wrong about the demands of reason. 

Of course, it is also open to the virtue theorist to adopt appraiser intemalism. Ac

cording to this view an agent who makes the judgment that X is moral will thereby ac

knowledge a reason to X. Whether or not this acknowledgment is well-founded depends 

on the content of the particular virtue theory in question. Again, it is possible for a virtue 

theorist to reject the idea that a correct motivational structure and a moral one signifi

cantly overlap. 

1.2.5 Placing Theories in the Taxonomy 

^ For an interesting, though I think ultimately unsuccessfiil defense of appraiser 
intemalism see \fichael Smith, pp. 60-91. 



Now that we have a taxonomic structure we can begin to place theories within the 

taxonomy. I have already mentioned that Hume's theory falls under the eliminativist cate

gory and that Gibbard's theory fells under the purely expressive category. Most other 

theories, though, fall under the purely deliberative or the virtue classifications. Let us look 

at some of these theories and see where they go in the taxonomy. 

Let us start by considering purely deliberative theories. Those who adhere to 

Hume's famous dictum "reason is, and ought only to be the slave of the passions" (415) 

are generally sympathetic to an instrumental version of the deliberative conception of ra

tionality;^ for example, Mackie accepts the deliberative conception (1977; 29), as does 

Harman (1975) and Williams (1981b). 

Brandt (1979) provides another example of a deliberative theorist, although he is 

carefixl to point out that having a deliberative connection with a motive of an £^ent is a 

necessary condition for something to be a reason and is by no means a sufficient condition. 

It is only a deliberative connection with particular motives that make something a reason 

for action. Specifically, it is a deliberative cormection with a motive that exists after a 

process of cognitive psvchotherapv that makes something a reason for action. The proc

ess of cognitive psychotherapy involves repeatedly presenting relevant information to an 

agent "in an ideally vivid way, and at an appropriate time, the available information which 

is relevant in the sense that it would make a difference to desires and aversions if they 

thought of it." (111) A deliberative connection with any motive that would survive or be 

^ It is worth pointing out again that Hume himself adopts an eliminativist position 
about practical reason and does not adopt a purely deliberative theory. 



produced by such a process would be su£5cient for there to be a reason for action, (cf. 

113) 

I classify Brandt's theory as a deliberative theory because it takes it as a necessary 

condition for something to be a reason for action that it share a deliberative connection 

with a motive that the agent actually has, or a motive that an agent is disposed to have 

were she to engage in the process of cognitive psychotherapy. In either case the theory 

appeals to an agent's present motives and dispositions to determine what she has reason to 

do, and there is no appeal to a proper or virtuous set of motivations that is in some way 

independent of the agent's actual motives and dispositions; thus, it would be inappropriate 

to characterize Brandt's theory as falling under the virtue conception of practical reason. 

Interestingly, Kant, who is not normally classified with Humeans, shares the delib

erative conception of practical reason with many of them. He thinks that due to a formal 

feature of deliberation if an agent deliberates correctlv from existing motives then she will 

thereby refrain from violating the categorical imperative.* We also find many contempo

rary Kantians who purport to have found a special formal feature of deliberation that man

dates moral behavior no matter one's particular motives; they too subscribe to the 

deliberative conception of practical reason. In chapter 7 we will look at the views of 

Habermas and Korsgaard who plausibly fall in this category. 

' Roger Sullivan (1989) notes that due to passages such as Gr. 40/415 and 64/427 
Kant; "can be and often has been misinterpreted to mean that morally good action requires 
us to act without awy end in view. So it may not be possible to insist too strongly now 
that, in Kant's own words, "there can be no will without an end in view" (1797, KGS 
Vni)." (25) 
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It is a bit more difficult to conclusively find proponents of the virtue conception of 

practical reason. John McDowell (1995) most clearly falls into this category. In addition, 

Susan Wolf (1990) makes extensive use of such a conception in her discussions of moral 

responsibility. Brink also rejects the deliberative conception, (see 1989: 62-80).' fUchard 

Kraut holds positions that seem most compatible with a virtue conception; and, if he is 

correct there are many ancient and medieval thinkers who do so as well.'" 

In addition to the people who clearly fell under either the deliberative or the virtue 

conceptions of practical reason, there are those who are more difficult to categorize. 

Consider expected-utility theorists (including philosophical advocates such as Gauthier) 

who insist that one's preferences have a certain structure, or one is not considered rational. 

For example, many such theorists require that one's preferences be transitive: i.e., if one 

prefers A to B, and prefers B to C, then it is a requirement of rationality that one prefer A 

to C. 

This requirement of transitivity of preferences might make one think that expected-

utility theorists are advocating a version of a virtue theory of practical reason since they 

see only some preference structures as rational. This is particularly likely when consider

ing those who try to defend the transitivity requirement by appealing to the Dutch Book 

argument. This argument purports to show that it is irrational to have non-transitive pref

erences because if someone had mtransitive preferences then someone else could cleverly 

' Brink seems to back away from the virtue conception in his (1992) work. 
I think Aristotle and Plato both are virtue theorists; but, it is beyond the scope of 

my project to argue this here. 



arrange to take ail her money. Since this is presumably a veiy bad outcome, it is argued 

that it is irrational to have an intransitive preference structure. (See Gauthier 41) 

Now, whether this defense employs a deliberative or a virtue conception of practi

cal reason depends on why the experted-utility theorist thinks that losing all one's money 

is a very bad outcome, ffhe thinks this because the person in question has a strong occur-

rent motive for keeping her money, then we are being presented with a purely deliberative 

theory; i^ however, he thinks that losing all her money is a very bad outcome regardless of 

her desires, then he is making use of a virtue theory of practical reason. 

On the other hand there could be expected-utility theorists who retain the transitiv

ity requirement without arguing that it is irrational to have intransitive preferences. In

stead, one might argue that the concept of rationality applies only to agents who have a 

certain preference structure; for such agents we can construct a utility function that ranks 

all alternative courses of actions; and if one of these agents fails to maximize (or satisfice) 

utility his action is to be considered irrational. 

For people who lack the required preference structure the best that we can say of 

them is that they are arational—the terms 'rational' and 'irrational' do not apply to their ac

tions." In performing this maneuver the expected-utility theorist defends his theory in a 

way that clearly fells under the deliberative conception of rationality. This is because 

" Gauthier talks about the cycles of preference generated by intransitivity: "If 
manifest in behaviour, such cycles would ^vest choice of all rationality." (41) A 
paragraph later, however, he characterizes the trades made by someone with intransitive 
preferences as "irrational". IBs position thus is a bit unclear regarding whether intransitive 
preferences are arational or irrational. 



having a certain preference structure is a precondition of rationality; someone who lacks 

such a preference structure has no reasons at all. And the person who has the appropriate 

preference structure only has reasons in virtue of their sharing a deliberative connection 

with some of his present motives. 

We see then that the expected-utility theorist can explicate her theory in a way that 

falls under either the deliberative or the virtue conception of practical reason. I believe, 

though, that it is truest to the spirit of expected-utility theory to defend it as a deliberative 

theory.'-

See though John Broome (1990), though, for an expected-utility theorist who in 
his invocation of "rational principles of indifference" falls squarely on the virtue side of the 
fence. 



1.3 Taxonomy of Kinds of Practical Reasons 

[ started this chapter by making a distinction between justifmg and egjlanatorv 

practical reasons. Again, I am concerned with giving an account of justifying practical 

reasons. In this section I want to make two further important distinctions concerning the 

varieties of justifying practical reasons. The first distinction concerns prima facie versus 

all-things-considered reasons. The second distinction concerns subjective versus objective 

reasons. 

To see the distinction between prima facie and all-things-considered reasons con

sider the agent who has a desire to eat a hot fudge sundae and also has a desire to lose 

weight. According to a certain theory of practical reason the agent has a reason to eat the 

sundae since that would satisfy one of his desires, viz., the desire to eat a hot fudge sun

dae;'̂  likewise the theory would say that he has a reason not to eat the hot fudge sundae 

since that would serve another one of his desires, viz., the desire to lose weight. In this 

case the theory posits reasons for the agent both to eat the sundae and not to eat the sun

dae. What, then, is the rational thing to do? 

In order to determine what is rational to do we must weigh all of the agent's defea

sible or prima facie reasons and determine what the agent has reason to do all-things-

considered.If the agent had only one prima facie reason then this would be a trivial 

I don't mean to have anything unportant hinge on choosing a deliberative theory to 
illustrate this distinction. We could change the example to read as follows: 'According to 
a certain theory of practical reason the agent has a reason to eat the sundae since that 
would satisfy one of his desires that he would have if he were virtuous, viz., the desire to 
eat a hot fudge sundae.' 

This distinction is due to W.D. Ross (1930) I will also speak of'conclusive' or 
'all-in' reasons. 



task; but, given that agents will frequently have competing prima facie reasons (such as in 

the case at hand), a full theory of practical reason must tell us how to deliberatively weigh 

an agent's primafacie reasons to reach an all-things-considered reason.'̂  My primary 

concern in this project will be with all-things-considered reasons; however, I will be con

cerned with prima facie reasons insofar as they provide insights about all-things-

considered reasons. 

The second distinction within practical reason that I want to make concerns sub

jective versus objective reasons. To see this distinction consider an example given by Ber

nard Williams. (1990: 102) Suppose I want to drink a gin and tonic and someone hands 

me a glass that I reasonably think is full of gin and tonic; unfortunately, it is really fiill of 

petrol. Do I have reason to drink the contents of the glass? 

In one sense I do, and in another sense I don't. The sense in which I do have a rea

son to drink the contents of the glass is that given the best use of the information I have 

available it makes sense for me to drink the contents of the glass. To capture this sense 

we will say that I have a subiective reason to drink the contents of the class.'® The sense 

in which I do not have a reason to drink the contents of the glass is that my information 

about the contents of the glass is faulty, and that it would not make sense to drink the con

tents of the glass were I to have the correct information. To capture this sense we will say 

Gibbard makes a similar distinction between avaflable/potential reasons and the 
'preponderance' of such reasons given by a weighting principle. (161-2) 

This distinction is due to Harman (1982, 127) who discusses a similar distinction in 
Brandt (1979, 72-73). Gibbard calls subjective reasons a matter of 'rationality*, and 
objective reasons a matter of'advisability*. (1990: 18-22) 



that I have an obfective reason not to drink the contents of the glass. My primary concern 

in this project will be with subjective reasons; however, I think that it is important for a 

fiill theory of practical reason to account for both kinds of reasons and so I will be con

cerned with objective reasons as well. 

Note that the prima./^icie/all-things-coasidered distinction and the 

subjective/objective distinction are orthogonal to each other; we can identify subjective 

prima facie reasons, subjective all-things-considered reasons, objective prwa facie rea

sons, and objective all-things-considered reasons. Since there are so many varieties of 

practical reasons that each serve different purposes it will often be important in our discus

sions of the relative merits of the various theories to be mindful of what kind of reasons 

we are talking about. 
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CHAPTER TWO: CONSIDERATIONS 
IN FAVOR OF THE VIRTUE THEORY 

2.1 Introduction 

I have several aims in this chapter. First, I aim to present a method to decide be

tween the various theories of practical that I presented in the last chapter. The method is 

to perform an analysis of the concept of rationality and then to find that theory which best 

matches that analysis. 

The next aim of the chapter is to show how performing such a conceptual analysis 

leads me to accept a version of the virtue theory of practical reason: but, I will also show 

how this method might reasonably lead others to adopt a version of the purely deliberative 

theory of practical reason. One of my goals is to show why a conceptual analysis of ra

tionality leads to these mixed results. 
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2.2 Method for Choosing a Theory of Practical Reason 
2.2.1 The issue is not metaphysical, epistemoiogical, or naively conceptual 

In this section I present a method for choosing a theory of practical reason which, 

at least when applied by me, &vors a virtue theory of practical reason. This conclusion, 

however, runs counter to the results of some other well-known arguments. For example, 

John Mackie claims that there is something metaphysically and epistemologically "queer" 

about external theories like the virtue theory and thus they are out of the nmning as candi

dates for the correct theory of practical reason. I will articulate and respond to this worry 

in chapter 4. 

I will also respond there to Bernard Williams' argument against external theories 

such as the virtue theory. He maintains that some internal, purely deliberative theory must 

be correct since reason statements must be capable of explaining actions in a particular 

way, viz., it must be the case that if the agent deliberated correctly she would be motivated 

to act as the reason statement directs. 

In chapter SI will address one fiirther worry. This worry, due to Gilbert Harman 

and Allan Gibbard, is that there are no perspective-independent &cts concerning what 

agents have reason to do, and thus we should rqect theories such as the virtue theory and 

purely deliberative theories which assert that there are such facts. 

2.2.2 Desiderata of a Theory of Practical Reason 

Setting these worries aside I will now lay out the considerations which will help us 

determine which is the correct theory of practical reason. I shall contend that the issue 

turns on a conceptual analysis of the concept of practical reason. 
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I shall observe that there are two chief features that characterize the concept of 

practical reason, and I will propose that the theory of practical reason which best exhibits 

these features is to be accepted. Accounting for these features is no easy task though—a 

theory of practical reason which exhibits one feature will have difSculty accounting for the 

other. 

The two clashing features associated with practical reason are as follows. The first 

feature, the delibenitive feature, is that practical reason is cashed out primarily in terms 

of correct deliberation. This first feature comports nicely with the Humean and the purely 

deliberative theories of practical reasoiL The virtue conception of practical reason, on the 

other hand, appeals to more than correct deliberation—it also appeals to the notion of a 

proper, virtuous or correct motivational set; and, purely expressive theories make no obvi

ous appeal to deliberation at all. Given this discrepancy in fit things would &11 decidedly 

in favor of the Humean or the purely deliberative theories if the deliberative feature were 

all that we were trying to account for. 

But there is another signature feature of practical reason, viz. the endorsement 

feature. The endorsement feature is that in calling actions 'rational' we are endorsing 

those actions in some characteristic way, and in calling them 'irrational' we are likewise 

condenming them. It is the existence of this endorsement feature that makes theories like 

the virtue theory or purely expressive theories more attractive. 

In this chapter I will further describe these two features and bring the tension be

tween them to the fore. The tension lies in the fact that if we fully embrace the 
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endorsement future then the correct theory of practical reason will a£fect when it is ap

propriate to blame, resent or have other ethically important attitudes towards other peo

ple. But if at the same time we fully embrace the deliberative feature of practical reason 

then we will have to radically change when we have many of these attitudes. But this is 

something that we will not, and ought not do. Or so I shall argue. 

After describing this tension I will suggest two main strategies for resolving it—one 

that favors purely deliberative theories and another that favors a particular virtue theory. I 

shall demonstrate why I weigh towards the virtue theory; but, I also aim to show why oth

ers might reasonably weigh towards a purely deliberative theory. 

2.2.3 First Desideratum: Practical reason and Deliberation 

The concepts of rationality and correct deliberation are intimately and intuitively 

related to each other. Consider Christine Korsgaard's bold contention that '"Reason' 

means reflective success." (1996: 97) We find, then, one person who accepts the deep 

connection between reason and deliberation; but, perhaps, one might think, this is peculiar 

to theorists like Korsgaard and Williams who adopt purely deliberative theories of practi

cal reason.'̂  

Importantly, though, we find an acknowledgement of the tight connection between 

reason and deliberation (or reasoning and reflection) in theorists who reject the purely de

liberative conception of practical reason. Consider Gibbard: 

Consider, for example, Williams who interprets the phrase "considering the matter 
aright" to mean that the agent in question "deliberates correctiy". (1981b; 109) The 
connection between practical reason and correct deliberation is so intuitive for Williams 
that he simply Ms to consider any other alternative. I will pursue Williams' position in 
greater detail in chapter 4. 
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The word 'radonai' is conneaed with reasoning. Reasoning is a natural, 
psychological phenomenon, something we do at times and avoid at times. 
It involves thinking through the possibilities, drawing inferences and the 
like. Now a person can reason and act on the basis of his reasoning, or he 
can act spontaneously without reasoning. He can act on his reasoning, or 
he can act from whim or unreasoned passion. In one sense, the word 
'rational'just means "pertaining to reasoning". (1990:49) 

We see then that even Gibbard, whose expressivistic analysis of practical reason rejects the 

tight connection between rationality and deliberation, recognizes the intuitive interconnec

tion of the two concepts. 

Indeed, I submit that any theory of practical reason which strays from the purely 

deliberative conception will by that very fact be to some degree reforming and revision

ist.'' This is not to say that such a theory will be unrecognizable as a theory of practical 

reason, or that it cannot make a plausible claim to being the correct theory of practical 

reason. This is so for two reasons. The first reason is that the intuited connection be

tween rationality and deliberation is not the only characteristic that helps pick out a cor

rect theory of practical reason. As we shall see shortly there is at least one other 

important characteristic that a theory of practical reason should aim to capture; and, a the

ory which is deficient in accounting for the purely deliberative aspect may make up for it 

in the way it captures other features. 

The second reason to not summarily dismiss non-purely-deliberative theories of 

practical reason is that there is room for such theories to lessen the degree to which th^ 

Briefly, a theory of X is reforming to the extent that it strays from our 
pre-theoretic conceptual understanding of X. My claim here is that any non-purely 
deliberative theory of practical reason strays, to some degree, from our pre-theoretic 
conceptual understanding of practical reason. I more fiilly discuss what it is for a theory 
to be 'reforming' or 'revisionist' in chapter 5. 



are revisionist. One way to do this is to retain a strong role for correct deliberation in the 

theory. A complementary tactic would include an explanation of why an appeal to correct 

deliberation explains much, but not quite all of the workings of practical reason. 

2.2.4 Comparison with choosing a theory of morality 

To further appreciate the possibility that a reforming, non-purely-deliberative the

ory of practical reason might be correct we can fruitflilly compare the situation of provid

ing a correct theory of practical reason with that of providing a correct theory of morality. 

One feature associated with moral discourse is that it presents itself as admitting of truth 

and falsity; for example, we say that It is wrong to torture animals for pleasure'. We view 

those who disagree with us as mistaken about a matter of fact. Let us call this connection 

with factual discourse the descriptive side of morality. 

If there were not a prescriptive side of morality then we could directly adopt some 

kind of cognitivist theory of morality, e.g. a theory like that provided by moral realists 

such as Boyd (1983), Brink (1989), Copp (1991), Railton (1986) or Sturgeon (1984; 

1986). But, as we all know, things are not that simple. 

This is because in addition to the descriptive side of morality we can also identify a 

prescriptive side of moral discourse, viz., that in calling an action 'morally good' we are 

recommending it in some important way and in calling an action 'morally bad' we are con

demning it in a related &shion. As the history of twentieth century ethics attests there is a 

deep tension between the descriptive and prescriptive sides of morality. Railton puts it 

succinctly: "Philosophers have been struck by the di£Sculty of understanding how 
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evaluative language.. .could be at once essentially descriptive and essentially prescrip

tive." (1989:151) 

This tension between the descriptive and the prescriptive sides of morality has led 

many philosophers to embrace a version of non-cognitivism, such as expressivism or pre-

scriptivism. In doing this they are not denying that the sur&ce grammar of moral language 

is cognitivist; rather, they are convinced that one cannot simultaneously account for the 

descriptive and prescriptive sides of morality Md they are convinced that the prescriptive 

side of morality is more essential. 

What is important to notice is that non-cognitivists accept the seemingly cognitivist 

nature of moral discourse, and do their best to account for it without actually going cogni

tivist. And, even though non-cognitivist theories do not fiilly account for the descriptive 

side of morality they still plausibly count as theories of morality. This is because a theory 

of morality can be reforming or revisionist without being intolerably so;" that is even 

though the theory might not capture all the things we intuitively associate with morality it 

might capture enough of them to count as a theory of morality. 

Now if we accept that there is an irresolvable tension between the descriptive and 

the prescriptive sides of morality then any theory of morality is bound to reforming in 

some way; this is because we identify a descriptive and a prescriptive side to morality but 

acknowledge that we cannot account for both. In this case our task is to find the theory 

which is the least reforming. I suggest that we view current debates about cognitivism and 

" I get these terms fi^om Railton (1989: 157-9). He, in turn, cites Brandt (1979), 
esp. pp. 3-16, 23. 



non-cognitivisin in morality in this light—theorists are searching for the least reforming 

account. 

A similar fate, I shall argue, awaits us in the discussion of practical reason; I shall 

claim that there is a deep tension between the deliberative and the endorsement sides of 

practical reason. In the next section I will describe this endorsement aspect; and, in the 

section following that I will bring the tension between the two aspects to the fore. After 

describing this tension I will suggest two main strategies for addressing it—one that &vors 

purely deliberative theories of practical reason and another that tends toward the virtue 

theory as well as purely expressive theories. I shall argue for the latter strategy and show 

how it leads us to adopt the virtue theory of practical reason. 

2.2.5 Second Desideratum: Practical Reason and Endorsement 

The endorsement side of practical reason is revealed by looking to Gibbard's purely 

expressive theory. He maintains that in calling an action 'rational' we are expressing a 

state of mind that endorses the action, and we are not stating a fact of the matter. Al

though I reject Gibbard's pure expressivism (and FU state why later on) I think he has 

latched on to an important and underrecognized aspect of practical reason: viz., as he 

puts It, "To call a thing rational is to endorse it in some way." (1990: 6) 

He cashes out this connection between rationality and endorsement by noting that 

the phrase "what is rational' is synonymous with a large circle of endorsing phrases "even 

if', as he says, "shades of meaning differ". (7) Let us list this circle of nearly synonymous 

endorsing phrases: "what is rational", "what it makes sense to do", "the wise choice in a 

situation", "what we ought to do", "the best thing to do (in a way that does not 



presuppose that we are talking morality)", "the right choice on the right occasion", an 

"apt" or "warranted" way to act or feel, and "the way to live", (see p. 4) Gibbard moves 

us to the view that these phrases are synonymous by noting that "to apply one phrase to an 

action or feeling while denying another is to invite puzzlement." (6-7) This puzzlement is 

a sign that the circle of phrases are nearly synonymous and that they express nearly the 

same concept. 

Gibbard's suggestion, then, is that the concept we pre-theoretically associate with 

the term 'rational' is the same concept we associate with the rest of the related circle of 

phrases. If this is correct then a theory of practical reason which makes rationality impor

tantly diflferent from the concept expressed by the rest of the circle not only "invites puz

zlement", but thereby makes the theory reforming to some degree since the theory fails to 

capture something we pre-theoretically associate with rationality. 

It is important to note how this circle of phrases revolves around the concept of 

"the best thing to do (in a way that does not presuppose that we are talking morality)". 

Gibbard's observation is that there is a conceptual connection between 'what is rational' 

and 'what is Good' so long as we construe 'what is Good' to mean something like 'what is 

most choiceworthy and not to mean 'what is morally good'. (Although, it may turn out 

that 'what is most choiceworthy* is indeed 'what is morally good', but not as a matter of 

meaning.) 

Throughout the course of the dissertation I shall rely heavily on this conceptual 

connection between 'what is rational' and 'what is Good'm this morally neutral sense. This 
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is not to say that 'what is Good' is in some way conceptually prior to 'what is rational'; nor 

is it to say the reverse.^ Rather, I shall sometimes rely on our intuitions concerning prac

tical reason to gain insights about the Good; and sometimes I shall rely on our direct intui

tions about the Good to gain insights about what is rational. In this chapter I will 

primarily do the former. 

2.2.6 Endorsement and Reason-laden Attitudes 

If we accept that the phrase 'what is rational' is nearly synonymous with the rest of 

the above circle of phrases (which revolve around the concept of what is Good*) then we 

can see that rationality shares an interesting relationship with many ethically important 

attitudes. Consider, for example, blame. It is appropriate to blame someone for having 

performed an action only if at the time she performed it it was the case that she ought not 

have done so; it must have been the case that the action did not make sense or was not the 

proper, warranted or best thing for her to do. 

If we embrace the idea that 'rational' has roughly the same sense as what 'makes 

sense', 'is proper*, or 'is best' for an agent to do, then this analysis of blame reveals a strong 

connection between when blame is appropriate and what reasons an agent has; specifically, 

by blaming someone for having done X we say that Xing is contrary to reason. On the 

other hand, if we say that Xing is in accordance with reason, then we say that it is inap

propriate to blame her for having done X because Xing made sense, or was the best thing 

for her to do. 

^ Susan Hurley (1989, passim) expresses this concern with conceptual priority. She 
argues that reason and the Good are conceptually interdependent. 
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We can encapsulate this connection between blame and practical reason by refer

ring to blame as a reason-laden attitude; i.e., it is appropriate to have the attitude partially 

in virtue of the relationship of the object of the attitude to the reasons that she has. In the 

case at band it is appropriate to blame someone for having done X only if the object of the 

blame had conclusive reason not to do X at the time she did it. 

In an instructive thought experiment Thomas Nagel exploits these connections be

tween practical reason and the assessment of people's feelings. He asks us to consider the 

case where you see one child beating up on another. Of course you want the bully to stop, 

so you say the following: How would you like it if someone did that to you?' (see 1970: 

82-3) 

Now this question will not always be effective in getting the bully to stop torment

ing the other child; but, in those cases where it does work, why is it persuasive? Nagel of

fers the following analysis: The question leads the bully to think how he would like it if 

someone were beating him up and he realizes that he would not like it. But there is some

thing more going on. Not only does he realize that he would dislike getting beat up, but 

he would resent what the other person was doing to him; and, to appropriately resent 

someone else for having done X involves the judgment that the other person had conclu

sive reason not to do X. In this case the bully judges that his imagined beating would not 

be warranted due to the fact that he is a person and people should not be treated in that 

fashion. 



Now, if the buUy believes (due to his imagined resentment) that other people have 

a conclusive reason not to beat him up Just because he is a person, he should be led to re

alize that he has a conclusive reason not to beat other people up just because they are peo

ple. It is the recognition of this reason, Nagel contends, which is sometimes effective in 

getting the bully to stop tormenting other children. 

In this thought experiment Nagel employs a reason-laden analysis of resentment, 

i.e. he exploits a tight connection between practical reason and resentment, an ethically 

important kind of disapprobation. And with this tight connection practical reason gains an 

important vehicle to express disapprobation: to say that an action merits resentment is to 

say that it merits disapproval partially in virtue of the fact that it is contrary to reason. 

Indeed, I think that such connections between rationality and reason-laden atti

tudes are largely what gives practical reason its ability to convey the particular flavor of 

endorsement and condemnation that it does. If we deny that ethically important attitudes 

such as blame and resentment are reason-laden then we diminish the ability of practical 

reason to endorse or disapprove action in the characteristic way that it does. 

I will press this point later on. Now, I want to fixrther explore the cormections be

tween practical reason and other ethically important attitudes and practices. We have al

ready mentioned blame and resentment as reason-laden attitudes. Guilt can also be seen 

reason-laden; i.e., it is appropriate for someone to feel guilt only if he acts irrationally—in a 

way that does not make sense or is not the best; otherwise the guilt is misdirected or 

inappropriate. 
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A related point holds for forgiveness: we can only forgive those who have acted 

toward us in a blameworthy manner; otherwise, forgiveness is inappropriate. Since blame 

is a reason-laden attitude and forgiveness is only appropriate when blame is, forgiveness 

inherits its reason-Iadenness. Likewise for practices such as punishment. Although certain 

utilitarians might disagree there are many who believe that punishment is appropriate only 

if the person being punished is blameworthy. If this is so then punishment inherits the 

reason-lademiess of blame in the same way that forgiveness does. 

Another important reason-laden practice is our respect for rational autonomy.-' 

This attractive moral principle enjoins us from intervening in the rational decisions of other 

people. The reason-Iadenness of such a respect should be readily apparent; the respect for 

autonomy is called for only when an agent is acting upon the reasons that she has. 

2.2.7 Third Desideratum: The importance of our reason-laden attitudes 

If we accept that attitudes such as blame and resentment are reason-laden then 

one's theory of practical reason will be immediately relevant to when such as attitudes are 

appropriate. This introduces the possibility that one's theory of practical reason will de

mand changes in our views concerning what we ought to do, and thereby force changes in 

when we regard many of our ethically importam attitudes as appropriate. 

Such demands for change are not always unwelcome. We often update our feel

ings in response to rational reflections, and we think that it is a good thing that we do so. 

*' Note that there are many notions of autonomy, and not of them of will be 
obviously reason-laden, or reason-laden at all. The notion of rational autonomy I am 
referring to here is the one that says that we should respect the decisions of people insofar 
as they are acting on reasons that they have. Stated in this way, rational autonomy is 
unambiguously reason-laden. 



For example, consider the feelings you have when you run into a chair or dooijamb. Mo

mentarily you may raise your fist and frol vengeful filings that indicate th^ are worthy of 

blame; but, these feelings are quickly overridden as you realize their inappropriateness; in

animate objects are not appropriate objects of blame. 

There is a potential danger, though, in updating our feelings in response to our the

ory of practical reason. We have no a priori reason to expect that the correct theory of 

practical reason will in any way respect the contours of our important reason-laden atti

tudes. This introduces the danger that the correct theory of practical reason will demand 

substantial and radical changes in our reason-laden attitudes, and not just minor adjust

ments such as in the case of running into a dooijamb. 

And this would be a devastating outcome. To see why this is so let us turn to a 

passage by Strawson, who considers the extent to which the truth of determinism might 

demand changes in our ethically important attitudes. His worry is that if determinism is 

true every action is forced and thus people are seemingly outside the scope of praise, 

blame, forgiveness and the like. Strawson considers whether the truth of determinism 

could really force us to so drastically change the way we interact with other people. He 

replies that although such an outcome is theoretically conceivable, it is practically 

inconceivable: 

It does not seem to be self-contradictory to suppose that this might happen. 
So I suppose we must say that it is not absolutely inconceivable that it 
should happen. But I am strongly inclined to think that it is, for us as we 
are, practically inconceivable. The human commitment to participation in 
ordinary inter-personal relationships is, I think, too thoroughgoing and 
deeply rooted for us to take seriously the thought that a general theoretical 
conviction might so change our world that, in it, there were no longer any 
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such things as inter-personai relationships as we normally understand them. 
(1974) 

Strawson's reply to the threat of determinism is that we are so committed to our ethically 

important attitudes that we would simply not change them even determinism turned out 

to be true; to radically change these attitudes would involve too great of a loss. 

I am inclined to agree with Strawson that it would represent a great loss if we 

were forced to radically change our ethically important attitudes such as blame, forgive

ness, gratitude and the like; therefore, I will reject any theory which forces us to do so if 

we can with intellectual integrity adopt another theory which allows us to keep our atti

tudes in roughly their present form. With this in mind we are now in a position to see the 

tension between the deliberative conception and the endorsement features of rationality. 
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2.3 Applying the methodology: easy cases 
2.3.1 Review of the methodology 

In the last section of the chapter I identified three important desiderata we have in 

choosing a theory of practical reason. The first desideratum is to respect the deliberative 

aspect of practical reason. The second desideratum is to respect the endorsement aspect 

of practical reason. Respecting the endorsement side of practical reason involves seeing 

blame, resentment and other important attitudes as reason-laden. The third desideratum is 

that we choose a theory which allows us to keep our ethically important attitudes in 

roughly their present form. 

In this section of the paper I will show how we can rule out Hume's eliminativist 

and Gibbardian purely expressivist theories of practical reason by demonstrating how defi

cient they are in accounting for the above desiderata. After doing this I will describe what 

I call the conflict of reason which asserts the impossibility of fully addressing all three of 

the above desiderata. Next, I will outline several strategies for addressing the conflict of 

reason and show why I prefer the strategy that leads one to adopt a virtue theory of prac

tical reason. 

2.3.2 The method applied to Hume 

Hume's theory aims to capture the connection between rationality and a certain 

type of reasoning: in this way Hume aims to capture an important desideratum of practical 

reason. But, Hume's theory fails on the grounds that it completely discounts the endorse

ment side of practical reason without providing a reason to do so. 

Hume argues that reason cannot stand to evaluate passions with an argument by 

inspection- He anal3^es reason to have to have two components; to discover relation of 
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ideas and to discover relations of objects. (1739: 413) He inspects both of these compo

nents of reason and finds that neither has the resources to evaluate the appropriateness of 

a passion. He concludes then that reason has no practical function. 

I want to make two points here. First, Hume's rejection of practical reason de

pends on his analysis of reason, which he wholly analyzes to relate to the discovery of 

matters of fact and of the relations of ideas. Even if this analysis were correct it would not 

mean that we would have to reject any evaluation of the appropriateness of actions—the 

analysis just couldn't rely solely on the operation of reason. Indeed, Hume himself pro

vides an interesting analysis of the appropriateness of actions that gives a central role to 

judgments of vice and virtue. 

Second, Hume's analysis of'reason' is almost certainly inadequate to the way we 

use the term. In addition to the discovery of matters of fact and the relations of ideas rea

son serves to judge the appropriateness of actions, desires and motives. Despite his own 

analysis even Hume slips into such usage: 

Here we are contented with saying that reason requires such an impartial 
conduct, but that 'tis seldom we can bring ourselves to it, and that our 
passions do not readily follow the determination of our judgment. This 
language will be easily understood, if we consider what we formerly said 
concerning that reason^ which is able to oppose our passion; and which we 
have found to be nothing but a general cahn determination of the passions, 
founded on some distant view or reflexion. (583)~ 

~ Also compare with "'tis not the passion, properly speaking, which is unreasonable, 
but the judgment." (416) Loosely speaking, then, Hume will call an actional 'unreasonable' 
although strictly speaking he will not. I take Hume's loose manner of speaker to be highly 
telling. 
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I take the fact that Hume speaks in this way to be highly significant. It is extremely difS-

cult to accept his analysis of reason when he himself finds it unavoidable to speak of rea

son in a way that allows for the evaluation of actions. We reject Hume's theory, then, 

because it so incompletely captures the desiderata of a theory of practical reason; and in 

particular, we reject it because it completely neglects the endorsement aspect which we, 

including Hume in his less severe moments, assodate with practical reason. 

13^ The method applied to Gibbard's pure expressivism 

In the last section I claimed that Hume's theory of practical reason fails because it 

fails to address the endorsement aspect of practical reason. In this section I claim that 

Gibbardian pure expressivism fails because it inadequately accounts for the perspective-

independence of practical reason which is asserted by the deliberative aspect of practical 

reason. 

Gibbard's argument for pure expressivism relies on the claim that no substantive 

analysis of practical reason (i.e. non-purely-expressive theory) can account for the en

dorsement that it conveys: 

[rjf a person calls something rational, it would be best to hear him as 
describing it, as ascribing a property to it. Then we could assess what he 
has to say and have clear grounds forjudging it true or false—whereas on 
an expressivistic analysis, we can only react. 
My broad response is that any such descriptivistic analysis leaves a puzzle. 
It misses the chief point of calling something 'rational'; the endorsement 
the term connotes. (1990: 9-10) 

Gibbard's claim here is that any descriptivistic analysis of practical reason, i.e. any analysis 

which asserts perspective-independent facts about practical reason, will fail to capture the 

endorsement that practical reason conveys. 



Contraiy to Gibbard's claim I shall demonstrate the plausibility of finding a 

perspective-independent theory of practical reason which adequately captures the endorse

ment that the term 'rational' connotes. The way to do this is to focus on the conceptual 

connection (described above) between 'what is rational' and 'what is Good' in the sense of 

what is most choiceworthy. 

As presciptivists are wont to point out there is a conceptual connection between 

believing an action to be Gtood and finding that action fit to be endorsed.^ If we accept 

this analysis and we accept the conceptual connection between 'what is Good' and 'what is 

rational' then we can see how by arriving at a theory of the Good we can simultaneously 

(i) arrive at a theory of what is rational, and (ii) explain why this theory of practical reason 

is essentially tied to endorsement. It is tied to endorsement precisely because of the con

ceptual chain fi-om 'what is rational' to 'what is Good', and fi-om 'what is Good' to 'what is 

fit to be endorsed'. 

My claim, then, is that by arriving at a perspective-independent account of the 

Good we can thereby arrive at a perspective-independent account of what is rational 

which adequately captures the endorsement aspect of practical reason. In this dissertation 

I shall rely on intuitions about practical reason, including those generated by reflecting on 

our reason-laden attitudes and direct intuitions about the Good, in order to gain insight 

into what is rational and what is Good. In later chapters I will discuss the extent to which 

these intuitions may be viewed as providing insight into perspective-independent facts. 

See, e.g., R.M. Hare (1952; 1963). 
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Although I will not be able to conclusively prove that we may view intuitions in this way I 

will demonstrate that the most prominent arguments that conclude we may not are unsuc

cessful and that there is a presumption in favor of the view that we may. 

If I turn out to be wrong, and there are good grounds for rejecting the perspective-

independence of the Good, then there will also be good ground for rejecting the 

perspective-independence of practical reason; this follows from the conceptual connection 

between 'what is Good' and 'what is rational'. Gibbardian pure expressivism, then, may 

turn out to be correct; but, this would not be due to the arguments now prevalent in the 

literature. 



52 

2.4 Applying the methodology: hard cases 
2.4.1 The conflict of reason 

In this chapter I have introduced two signature features of practical reason: its 

connection with deliberation and its connection with endorsement. In addition I have 

stressed the value of our ethically important attitudes such as blame and resentment stay

ing in something like their present form. In this section I will advance a strong claim con

cerning attempts to provide a theory of practical reason which captures both features of 

practical reason and which respects our important ethical attitudes. The claim is that we 

cannot simultaneously satisfy all three desiderata to the fullest degree. 

The basis of the conflict is relatively easy to understand. Human motives are re

markably diverse, and thus it is a contingent matter for an arbitrary person whether she has 

a deliberative connection between her motives and, say, acting on a moral requirement 

such as not torturing small children for fim; thus, given the deliberative conception of 

practical reason it is a contingent matter whether she has conclusive reason to refrain from 

doing so. On the other hand we think that a person who tortures small children for fim is 

always subject to blame regardless of her motivational set. And if we embrace the en

dorsement aspect of practical reason, and thus see blame as reason-laden, then we must 

conclude that all people at all times have conclusive reason to refrain from torturing small 

children for fim. But we can't have it both ways. Either it is a contingent matter that an 

agent has conclusive reason to refrain from despicable torture for her amusement, or it is a 

necessary matter. Something must give—either the deliberative conception of practical 



reason, the endorsement aspect of practical reason, or the shape of our reason-laden atti

tudes. Let us call this the situation the conflict of reason. 

Although the basis of the conflict is relatively easy to see, it is in practice quite dif

ficult to demonstrate. This is because there have been an incredibly creative array of at

tempts to reconcile these three desiderata. It would be a daunting task to address each of 

these attempts, or even to address each kind of attempt. In this dissertation I will look at 

two kinds of attempts which are historically and contemporarily important. By way of 

preview the two attempts are as follows; 

1. Chapter Seven: Kantian attempts to show that deliberation shares the same formal 
character as intuitively moral actions and thus it is rational to be moral. (Habermas, 
Anderson) 

2. Chapter Six: Hobbesian attempts to show that moral action is rational for alL 
although not due to a formal feature of rationality. (Gauthier) 

I shall argue that both of these strategies badly fail at reconciling the three desiderata. I 

cannot provide a general argument against the possibility of a successfiil reconciliation 

other than the intuitive one given above; thus, if a successful reconciliation can be effected 

then we need not worry ourselves with the following discussion, viz., what to do given the 

existence of the fundamental conflirt of reason. 

2.4.2 Addressing the conflict of reason 

In this section I will investigate three different strategies for addressing this tension 

between the three desiderata. The strategies are generated by flilly satisfying two of the 

desiderata, and then working to satisfy the third desideratum as fully as possible. The first, 

and least attraaive strategy fiilly adopts the two chief features of practical reason, but 

loosens the commitment to keep our reason-laden attitudes in their present form. 



According to this strategy we should adopt the deliberative conception of practical 

reason and accept that ethically important attitudes such as blame and resentment are 

reason-laden. Now if we do this and we accept the existence of the basic conflict of rea

son then we see that our theory of practical reason will call for radical changes in our 

reason-laden attitudes. For example, it will call on us to refrain from blaming someone 

who delights in the tortiire of small children if we can find no suitable deliberative connec

tion between her motives and moral action. 

This strategy is unacceptable for addressing the conflict of reason for the reason 

that Strawson pointed out. We will not, and indeed ought not, let a theoretical point such 

as the nature of practical reason so radically change the manner in which we interact with 

other human beings when there are far less costly alternatives available. As we shall see 

the other two strategies for addressing the conflict of reason exact far less great of a cost, 

and thus I take them to be the only strategies to be in the running. Let us then turn to 

these other strategies. 

The second strategy for addressing the conflict of reason is to hold fast to the de

liberative conception of practical reason and to keep our ethically important attitudes 

roughly as they are but to soften the commitment to the endorsement component of prac

tical reason. In particular this commitment is softened by rejecting the idea that ethically 

important attitudes such blame and resentment are reason-laden;'̂  for this reason let us call 

this the non-reason-laden strategy. 

24 This strategy was suggested to me by Ron Milo. 
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By adopting this non-reason-laden strategy we can assess actions in two unrelated 

ways. The first way is to assess actions as rational or irrationaL, and to do this we refer to 

our preferred deliberative theory of practical reason. A second way is to assess actions as 

in accordance with or contrary to the requirements of the Good. Given the conflict of rea

son we do not expect these two modes of assessment to agree for an arbitrary person, al

though they will agree for someone who has a correct or virtuous motivational structure. 

The non-reason-laden strategy is especially attractive to those who strongly iden

tify practical reason with correct deliberation but wish to respect the contours of our ethi

cally importam attitudes. As such, the strategy must be recognized as providing a 

reforming definition of practical reason in that it significantly discounts the endorsement 

feature of practical reason. And this significant discounting points to the chief defect of 

the non-reason-laden strategy. 

The defect is that it is difficult to see how in adopting the non-reason-laden strat

egy one might salvage any remnants of the endorsement aspect of practical reason. One 

attempt might be to say that rational actions are worthy of endorsement insofar as we are 

devotees of rational action; but, such a statement is unenlightening because it is not clear 

what would make one a devotee of deliberatively rational action given that it is equally the 

tool of those with warped and sadistic tendencies as it is of those with fine characters, (cf. 

Kant 1785; 393/1) 

Here's another way of putting the same point against this method of salvaging of 

the endorsement aspea of practical reason; Let's agree that we can evaluate an agent's 



actions according to their deliberative rationality; but why should we be concerned about 

this dimension of ev-aluation? What is it about actions that are deliberatively rational that 

makes worthy of the peculiar kind of endorsement that the term 'rational* connotes? An 

answer is not readily apparent. 

Another attempt at salvaging the endorsement aspect of practical reason might be

gin with the observation that deliberatively rational actions are worthy of endorsement if 

they are practiced by someone with a virtuous and wholesome set of motivations. This I 

grant is true, but this observation does little to rehabilitate the endorsement function of the 

term 'rational'. At best, this makes the term 'rational' an appropriately endorsing term only 

if a certain highly contingent condition is met, viz., if the agent involved is virtuous. And 

the endorsement seems more properly associated with the fact that the agent is virtuous, 

rather than with the fact that he is acting rationally. It seems, then, that the non-reason-

laden strategy has great diflSculty in accounting for the endorsement aspect of practical 

reason, although it easUy accounts for the other two desiderata. Now let us see if the next 

strategy feres any better in accounting for the three desiderata. 

This brings us to the third strategy (and the strategy I prefer) for dealing with the 

conflict of reason. This strategy holds firmly to the endorsement feature of practical rea

son and to keeping the structure of our reason-laden attitudes roughly as it is. In order to 

recognize the conflict of reason this strategy loosens up on the connection between delib

eration and practical reason. In particular it rejects the deliberative conception of practical 



reason in favor of the virtue conception. For this reason let us call it the non-deliberative 

conception strategy, or the NDC strategy for short. 

The crudal advantage that this strategy has over the previous one is that it can ac

count for the connection between practical reason and deliberation in a way that the previ

ous strategy could not account for the endorsement feature of practical reason. According 

to the virtue conception of practical reason an agent has reason to X in virtue of there be

ing a deliberative connection between Xing and some motive he would have if he had a 

proper, correct or virtuous motivational structure. The role of deliberation in the virtue 

conception is quite prominent. We always need to refer to deliberation in order to tell 

what an agent has reason to do. It's just that correct deliberation is not the whole of the 

story of practical reason. It is correct deliberation from a virtuous. Good or correa set of 

motives 

2.4.3 Why the virtue theory wins out 

In this section I will explain why I adopt the non-reason-laden strategy and the vir

tue theory that it leads to. The story is relatively short and simple. The virtue theory fully 

captures two of the desiderata of a theory of practical reason, and goes some way in ac

counting for the deliberative side. Similarly, purely deliberative theories fully capture two 

of the desiderata, but, as we recently saw, they have great diflBculty in accommodating the 

endorsement side of practical reasorL It is on this basis that I contend that the virtue the

ory best accounts for the three desiderata of a theory of practical reason and thus should 

be adopted over the others. 



Perhaps others will disagree. They might say that the intuited connection between 

practical reason and deliberation is so strong that th^ Judge purely deliberative theories to 

be the least reforming. And I suppose that this leaves us with nothing to argue about. We 

simply weigh the centrality of the deliberative and the endorsement sides of practical rea

son differently. I take the conceptual connection between rationality and the Good to be 

more central than the conceptual connection between rationality and deliberation. Others 

can reasonably differ. 

And given my methodological position that one should choose the least reforming 

account of practical reason, we should, in the end settle on different theories of practical 

reason. It would then be incumbent on me to make clear that when I speak of'rationality 

I do not have a purely deliberative conception in mind. And it would be incumbent upon 

those who differ with me to make clear that when they speak of'rationality* they rejea the 

endorsement aspect which is pre-theoretically associated with it along with the conceptual 

connection between an agent's reasons and what is Good for her to do. 



2.5 Conclusion 

In constructing a theory of practical I have argued that there are three important 

desiderata. The first is to recognize a tight connection between the concept of rationality 

and the concept of correct deliberation. The second is to recognize the endorsing and 

condemning aspects of rationality which relate an agent's reasons and what is Good for 

her, in the sense of what is most choiceworthy. The third important desideratum is to 

keep our ethically important attitudes such as blame and resentment roughly as they are. 

I have argued that there is a basic conflict of reason such that it is impossible to si

multaneously satisfy all three desiderata to the highest degree. Instead, we must be satis

fied with some kind of a reforming theory of practical reason which skimps on one of 

these desiderata. 

I have suggested that the best strategy for addressing this basic conflict is the one 

that skimps on addressing the connection between rationality and deliberation; this is due 

to my taking the endorsement side of practical reason to be more central than the delibera

tive side. And given this strategy I have argued that the most adequate theory of practical 

reason is a version of the virtue conception of practical reason which states that an agent 

has a reason to X in virtue of there being a suitable deliberative connection between X'ing 

and some motives she would have if she had a proper, correct or Good set of motivations. 

I will have more to say about this theory in the next chapter. 



CHAPTER THREE: CONNECTIONS 
BETWEEN REASON. MORALITY 

AND THE GOOD 
3.1 Introduction 

In the last chapter I argued for what E called a virtue theory of practical reason. 

According to a virtue theory, an agent has reason to X only if there is a deliberative con

nection between X'ing and some motive she would have if she had a proper, virtuous or 

Good motivational structure. Of course, there are as many virtue theories as there are 

conceptions of what constitutes a proper motivational structure. In this chapter I will con

tinue to pursue the argument of the last chapter to help narrow down which virtue theory 

is the correct one. 

The strategy I endorsed in the last chapter for fixing on the correct theory of prac

tical reason is to hold &st to the idea that ethically important attitudes such as blame and 

resentment are reason-laden, and to commit to keeping our reason-laden attitudes roughly 

as they are. This strategy provides us with a partial recipe for determining what is the cor

rect theory of practical reason; find that theory of practical reason which best allows us to 

respea the contours of our reason-laden attitudes. 

This strategy provides us with only a partial recipe for determining the correct the

ory for the following reason; our reason-laden attitudes are but one source of insight into 

an agent's reasons. Given the conceptual connection between practical reason and an 

agent's Good we can rely on direct intuitions about an agent's Good in order to gain in

sight about an agent's reasons. These direct intuitions can inform us about an agent's rea

sons where our reason-laden attitudes are silent or ambivalent. I will employ these more 



direct intuitioiis later in the chapter in a brief discussion of the rationality of prudent 

behavior. 

For the most part, though, I will rely in this chapter on our reason-laden attitudes 

to provide insight into an agent's reasons. In particular I will ecansine the reason-laden at

titudes we adopt in response to various types of immoral behavior and look for a theory of 

practical reason that can accommodate these attitudes. Now, given the conflict of reason 

we are assured that this theory won't be a deliberative theory, recall that the conflict of 

reason says that there is no purely deliberative theory which treats our ethically important 

attitudes as reason-laden and which permits us to keep these attitudes in roughly their pre

sent form. 

So, the strategy of the last chapter (the non-purely-deUberative strategy) will not 

yield a purely deliberative theory of practical reason. But to tell exactly what kind of the

ory it will yield we need to take a closer look at the structure of our reason-laden attitudes 

so we can see which theory will best preserve this structure. And this is what I propose to 

do in the first part of this chapter. 

Specifically, I will demonstrate the following things by observing our reason-laden 

attitudes; First, that one (usually, if not always) has conclusive reason to adhere to moral 

requirements such as the requirement not to torture animals just for flm. Second, that one 

has conclusive reason to do things that are not obviously connected with morality; e.g., 

one has conclusive reason to further one's long-term interests even though refi'aining to do 

so will harm no one else. Third, that we can make judgments about what one has 



conclusive reason to do even when one's moral and non-moral considerations conflict. Fi

nally, I will investigate to what extent non-moral considerations can ever tnmip intuitive 

moral requirements. 

In the second part of the chapter I will look at the conceptual connections between 

reason, morality and the Good. First I will revisit appraiser intemalism which holds that 

one is conceptually confused if one believe the following: "It is morally required for me to 

X, but I have no reason to X." I shall state why I regect appraiser intemalism and then dis

cuss what connections I think do hold between rationality and morality. In the final part 

of the chapter I will review the conceptual coimections that I take to exist between ration

ality and the 'Good', where the Good is viewed as 'What is Most Choiceworthy* and not in 

a way that is identical to 'What is Morally Good'. 



3.2 The Virtue theory: moral and non-moral factors 
3.2.1 Practical reason and moral requirements 

The strategy I am pursuing in this chapter is to look at paradigmatic cases where 

reason-laden attitudes such as biame and resentment are appropriate. We will then attrib

ute to agents conclusive reason not to be doing what they are doing in those cases. In this 

way we can mine data to be used for testing the correct theory of practical reason. 

The most obvious cases where attitudes such as blame and resentment are made 

appropriate is when an agent has done violated some kind of moral requirement.^ Indeed, 

I relied on this observation in my argument that there is a conflict of reason, (see chapter 

two) I contended there that no purely deliberative theory of practical reason could yield 

the result that all agents have conclusive reason to refrain from violating moral require

ments; thus, I concluded, there is no purely deliberative theory which adequately respects 

our reason-laden attitudes. 

In this section I will fiirther illustrate the connection revealed by our reason-laden 

attitudes between practical reason and moral requirements. I will do this introduce a 

rogues' gallery of characters; Hume's sensible knave and what I call the mildly moral cal

culator. After describing these characters we will look at the attitudes such as blame and 

resentment that are appropriate to direct to these parties in various circumstances in order 

to generate some intuitions about practical reason. Drawing from these intuitions I shall 

conclude that we demand compliance with moral requirements from these people despite 

^ This appears to be Jeff Murphy's position concerning resentment. He suggests that 
appropriate resentmem is "a negative feeling (anger, hatred) directed toward another who 
has done one moral injury or harm." (1982: 504). 
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there being no (obvious) deliberative connection between moral action and their motives. 

As I proposed in the last chapter any plausible theory of practical reason must account for 

this result. 

First, let us meet the characters. Hume introduces his knave as follows; 

And though it is allowed that, without a regard to property, no society 
could subsist; yet according to the imperfect way in which human afiairs 
are conducted, a sensible knave, in particular incidents, may think that an 
act of iniquity or infidelity will make a considerable addition to his fortune, 
without causing any considerable breach in the social union or confederacy. 
That honesty is the best policy, may be a good general rule, but is liable to 
many exceptions; and he, it may perhaps be thought, conducts himself with 
most wisdom, who observes the general rule, and takes advantage of all the 
exceptions. (1751: 282-3) 

The knave is guided by the principle that 1 will act contrary to morality whenever it is in 

my interest to do so*. It is easy to provide a situation in which the knave will judge that it 

is not in his interest to act morally. Consider the following scenario; 

Scenario #1 (The slaveholding knave): A rich and comfortable slaveholder 
in the ante-bellum South knows that holding slaves is morally wrong. He 
also has the power to free his slaves and put them in a ^ better situation; 
doing so would worsen his own situation, but not intolerably so. He enjoys 
his peculiar lifestyle and is entirely unmoved by moral considerations per 
se. After due reflection he thus decides to keep his slaves in captivity as it 
is m his narrowly conceived self-interest to do so. 

In this scenario the knave sees what is morally required but deems that his nar

rowly conceived self-interest lies elsewhere. He decides to act on his self-interest because 

he has no independent concern for morality. 

Now, we can imagine another character who makes the same decision as the knave 

but does have some independent concern for morality. To see this let us introduce the 

mildly moral calculator. She guides herself by the following principle; T will act 
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contrary to moral requirements whenever it is largely in my self-interest to do so. I will 

make minor sacrifices for moral requirements; but, I am no fanatic.' Consider how she 

might act in a situation similar to that of the knave: 

Scenario (The slaveholding calculator); The mildly moral calculator is a 
neighbor of the knave's. She too is rich, enjoys her peculiar lifestyle yet 
knows that it is morally unacceptable. Unlike the knave, she is somewhat 
concerned about moral requirements as such. From time to time she 
considers fi-eeing her slaves, but after much reflection, she realizes that she 
values her peculiar and lavish lifestyle more than she does acting morally in 
this mstance. She decides, then, to keep the slaves. "After all," she says, "I 
am no &natic." 

Let us examine the reason-laden attitudes that are appropriate to direct towards 

these two characters. First, consider the attitudes of the slaves. They would rightly resent 

the knave and the calculator for their continued unjust oppression. And the resentment 

would not be eliminated or abated even if the slaves knew that they had calculated long 

and hard about whether they should free them or not. 

Consider now the attitude of some third-party, e.g. an abolitionist neighbor who 

has already freed her slaves. Since her narrowly conceived imerests are not being affected 

(she is not being forced into involuntary servitude) it might not be proper for her to resent 

her neighbor's actions. But it would be entirely appropriate for her to see the actions of 

the knave and the calculator as blameworthv and thus to treat them as objeas of blame. 

These examples serve an important purpose. The lesson we learn is that we judge 

resentment and blame to be appropriate in the above scenarios despite the &ct that there 

was no obvious deliberative connection between the character's motives and freeing the 

slaves. The attitudes are made appropriate precisely because the agem in question 



violated an intuitive moral requirement. So, given the reason-ladenness of these attitudes 

we may infer that in similar circumstances agents have conclusive reason to refrain from 

violating moral requirements even though correct deliberation might lead them to do 

otherwise. 

Note that I phrased the conclusion of the last section in terms of moral require

ments, and not with the moral obligations of an exceedingly demanding morality. Let me 

explain this distinction, and why I think it is important. In the above examples I pointed 

out that it is appropriate to blame someone for holding another human being in involuntary 

servitude. From these examples I inferred that agents have conclusive reason to refrain 

from engaging in this and other immoral behavior. Note, however, that we can readily 

find examples where agents engage in immoral behavior but are not thereby blameworthy. 

That is, we can readily find such ecamples when we adopt a certain demanding 

view of morality. On such a view of morality all people are morally obligated to forgo all 

luxuries and give the money we would have spent on them to those who lack basic 

necessities. 

Given this view of morality we can find many examples where agents engage in 

immoral behavior but who we do not deem blameworthy. Consider the case where I go to 

the movies instead of contributing to charity the price of admission. Have I done some

thing immoral? According to the demanding view of morality I have done something im

moral, viz., spend money on a luxury when the fimds could have benefited those in 

desperate need. 
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If we adopt this demanding view of morality we may fiuitfiilly distinguish between 

excessively demanding moral obligations (e.g. the obligation to refrain from even small 

luxuries when others lack basic needs) and moral requirements that are required of every

one (e.g. the requirement to refrain from killing one's neighbor, or holding her in involun

tary servitude).^ It is fruitful because we will always (or nearly always) find the person 

who violates a moral requirement to be blameworthy for that action whereas we will only 

occasionally find someone who violates other moral obligations to be so.^ This allows us 

to notice that one has conclusive reason to refi^ from violating moral requirements, 

whereas one, at best, has only prima facie reason to refi^ from violating other moral 
• 

obligations. 

It is not my purpose here to provide a systematic account of the difference be

tween moral requirements and other moral obligations. I rely on the intuitive sense of the 

reader to differentiate between the two; however, a certain discussion from Thomas Nagel 

Susan Wolf argues for this point. She says, for example: "A moral theory that 
does not contain the seeds of an all-consuming moral ideal of moral sainthood thus seems 
to place false and unnatural limits on our opportunity to do moral good and our potential 
to deserve moral praise. Yet the main thrust of the arguments of this paper has been 
leading to the conclusion that, when such ideals are present, th^ are not ideals to which it 
is particularly reasonable or healthy or desirable for human beings to aspire." (1982: 433) 
[my bold]; Also see ScheflSer who speaks of the demandingness of morality. (1992: 17-28) 

A competing view of morali^ holds that I have not done anything immoral in 
going to the movies because people are not morally required to be moral saims and thus 
are allowed to take their own interests into account to some extent (probably to the extent 
that one may go to the movies every once in awhile). 
^ I want to make two qualifications. First, there are those (e.g. certain utilitarians) 
who might think that going to the movies is a blameworthy act. 

Second, we are likely to judge someone blameworthy who never acts on 
non-required moral obligations. 
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(1991) might shed some light on the issue. He distinguishes two viewpoints with which 

we partially identify: the personal and the impersonal viewpoint. The personal viewpoint 

is the attitude we take towards our own projects. The impersonal viewpoint abstracts 

away from ourselves so that we see ourselves as just one person among many people who 

are equally morally valuable. Nagel notes that although we identify with both viewpoints 

they frequently clash. When they clash we should not identify solely with the personal or 

the impersonal standpoint; this would be to deny an important part of our identity. Rather, 

Nagel suggests that we find a third viewpoint, what he calls the Kantian standpoint, which 

strikes a reasonable balance between the personal and impersonal standpoints. 

Again, it is not part of my project to »cplicate the contents of such a Kantian com

promise or to determine what might be meant by a 'reasonable balance'. For my purposes 

it will be sufiScient to note that under no conditions will such a viewpoint allow one to 

murder an iimocent child to satisfy a wicked pleasure, or to keep another person in op

pressive, involuntary servitude simply because one has the power to do so. 

I suggest that we view this Kantian standpoint as the standpoint which generates 

moral requirements that are rationally required of everyone. I also suggest that the imper

sonal point of view generates a highly demanding moral ideal that is rationally permissible, 

but by no means rationally obligatory, to attain. 

3.2.2 Practical reason and non-moral requirements 

In the last section I demonstrated that our reason-laden attitudes display a commit

ment to the rationality of abiding by moral requirements. In this section I aim to show that 
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our reason-laden attitudes display a conunitment to the rationality of abiding by non-moral 

requirements as well. 

Consider the following scenario; there are ten seconds left in an important basket

ball game and Bob's team is ahead by one point. Bob has the ball and simply has to hold 

on to the ball and his team will win the game; if the other team gets the ball, however, they 

stand a decent chance of winning. Bob knows this. Everyone knows this. 

But for some unfathomable reason Bob decides to shoot the ball for the basket, 

and not very well at that.^ He misses the basket, the other team rebounds the ball, they 

take it down to the other end of the court, score a two-point basket and then time runs 

out. Bob's team loses. 

Imagine now some devoted, yet sensible fans of Bob's team. How would they feel 

about or towards Bob? Many would feel anger towards him. The anger would not be just 

because he missed the shot. It is inappropriate to direct anger towards a player simply for 

missing a shot, and sensible fans realize this. Neither would the anger be just because his 

team lost the game. It is inappropriate to direct anger towards a player simply because his 

team loses the game, and sensible fans realize this as well. The anger, rather, would be ex

plained by the fact that Bob did something that he ought not have done, viz., shoot the ball 

when he could have won the game just by holding on to it. The fans direct anger towards 

Bob because of this &ct and not just because of the bad consequences. 

^ It is crucial to the example that Bob not take the shot because he selfishly wants to 
pad his statistics; rather, he takes the shot, say, because the pressure of the game prevents 
him from sufficiently appreciating what he should do, viz., hold onto the ball. 
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Importantly, though. Bob did nothing immoral in taking the ill-advised shot. There 

is no moral requirement that one compete in a game without making any mental errors. It 

is appropriate, I claim, to direct anger towards Bob in such a situation; indeed Bob himself 

will likely view such anger as appropriate. But Bob did nothing immoral. From this we 

can conclude that there are some ethically important negative attitudes which are some

times appropriate despite there being no violation of a moral obligation; thus, we can 

safely reject the view that it is the violation of a moral obligation that makes aU ethically 

important negative attitudes appropriate. 

This point is bolstered with the following observation from Williams: 

I am concerned with blaming agents for specific acts or omissions, what 
may be caUed the "focused" application of blame. This is often said to be a 
moral notion, but this requires a distinction. Focused blame does not have 
to be blame for something that is an offense against morality. People can 
be blamed for missing their opportunities or making mistakes, and th^ can 
be blamed by non-moralizing people. For example, one parmer to the bank 
robbery may ruin it by an idiotic mistake and be blamed by his companion 
for the &ct that they are in jail. I£s companion is not invoking the system 
of morality and does not think that this was an offense against moral 
canons. Nevertheless, there is something in the idea that the failure that is 
being blamed has some kind of ethical dimension to it. (1989: 6) 

Williams' analysis of blame focuses on the ethical character of the person being assessed. 

It says that blame is warranted only when there is an ethical ^ure in the person being as

sessed, and it leaves it an open question whether the violation of moral canons is an ethical 

failure that makes blame appropriate. 

We may adopt Williams' analysis that blame track ethical Mure; and, in addition, 

we may accept that the violation of moral requirements is just one kind of ethical failure 

among others that makes blame appropriate. This leaves us enough conceptual room to 
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view Bob's non-moral basketball &ilure as the type of failure that makes blame appropri

ate.^ And, the fact that we hold Bob blameworthy shows that be has Med to live up 

some kind of non-moral ethical requirement. The most likely requirement is that having 

freely chosen to play competitive basketball (which is an ethically permissible option) it is 

incumbent upon Bob to play well. In this circumstance playing basketball well becomes 

Bob's most choiceworthy option. 

The basketball case is an example where one has freely adopted a certain ethically 

permissible role (basketball player) and thus becomes subject to certain non-moral de

mands that are not required of everyone. Perhaps a more important example of a non-

moral ethical Mure is the violation of the demands of prudence. Consider a friend who in 

her dealings with others is always a moral exemplar, but hardly gives a thought to 

herself.^" 

In most cases it is difficult to approve of her behavior~we think that she should do 

otherwise, that it is right for her to do otherwise, that she has reason to do otherwise, de

spite the fact that she is not motivated to do so. Indeed, one might think that her lack of 

^ This is not to say that the blame appropriate to moral failure and the blame 
appropriate to non-moral Mure will be psychologically identical. It seems plausible to 
posit a peculiarly mnrah'Tin^ kind of blame that is reserved for moral failure. There may 
even be shades of moralizing, as well as non-moralizing kinds of blame. 
^ Perhaps one takes it that there is a moral obligation to further one's own 
self-interest and thus imprudent action is indeed a moral failure. But even if we consider 
imprudent action immoral there is still the question of whether imprudent action merits the 
same type of response as other kinds of immoral behavior. One might hold that imprudem 
action is immoral but not subject to blame and punishment in the same way as, say, lying 
or cheating. In this case we could not rely on our reason-laden attitudes to show the 
irrationality of imprudent action; rather, we would have to rely on more direct intuitions 
about the Good. 
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self-concern is blameworthy. If so, then our reason-laden attitudes sometimes demand 

that agents act prudently and thus show prudent action to be, at times, rationally required. 

But, the rationality of prudence is much deeper than that, fodeed, we have the 

more direct intuition that an imprudent fiiend is not doing what is Good for her, in the 

sense of doing what is most choiceworthy, even though she is doing what is morally good. 

This observation tells us two things: 1) that given the connection between what is Good 

for agents and what is rational for them this observation shows agents have reason to act 

prudently, and 2) that we can gain insights into what is rational for agents without appeal

ing to reason-laden attitudes. Attitudes such as blame and resentment give us insight into 

what is rational because they tell us what is Good for agents, and what is Good for agents 

tells us agents have reason to do. Direct intuitions about what is Good for agents tell us 

what is rational for agents in a less mediate fashion. 

3.2.3 Weighing moral and non-moral considerations 

In the previous sections I have demonstrated that, at times, we have reason to fol

low the demands of morality and, at other times, we have reason to foUow the demands of 

prudence. What does an agent have reason to do, though, when such demands conflict? 

Given the conceptual connection between reason and the Good I might reply that an agent 

has reason to do what is Good, or what is most choiceworthy. But, in order to tell what is 

Good we must appeal either to some inunediate intuition about the Good, or to some in

tuition gathered mediately from our reason-laden attitudes. 

In this section I propose to look to our reason-laden attitudes to help illuminate 

what an agent has conclusive or all-thin̂ s-considered reason to do when her prima facie 
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reasons conflict. I intend to show here two things: I) that our blaming practices some

times reveal what an agent has conclusive reason to do, and 2) given a conflict between 

non-moral reasons and moral requirements an agent often has reason to follow the moral 

requirements. 

To help elicit some relevant reason-laden attitudes let us return to Bob and his ill-

advised shot. Suppose Bob ^ have a reason to take the ill-advised shot, although not a 

reason that had anything to do with playing basketball well. Suppose, for example, that he 

reasonably suspects that if his team were to win the game there would be a riot that would 

cost many lives and tear a city apart. He sees his moral obligation as clear: throw the 

game to the other team. He also clearly sees the relative importance of his moral and bas

ketball obligations: considerations of civic harmony and human life greatly outweigh the 

prudent playing of a game. He realizes that all-thinps-considered he ought to throw the 

game—that it is the best or most choiceworthy action. So, he throws the game. 

Suppose now that our devoted, yet sensible &ns are apprised of all these facts and 

agree with Bob's assessments. In this case I submit that they would no longer see it as ap

propriate to direct anger towards Bob since they realize that Bob did exactly what he 

ought to have done from the point of view of what is Good or most choiceworthy. Al

though he ought not have thrown the game as a matter of prudent basketball playing, they 

agree that it was best for him to do what he did and this is what makes directing anger to

wards him inappropriate. 
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From this little thought-experiment we can see that our reason-laden attitudes 

sometimes will clearly resolve conflicts between various prima facie duties. This is not to 

say, of course, that we have always have a clear idea of what to do when these prima fa

cie duties conflict. Note, however, that by reflecting on cases similar to the one above we 

can see that moral requirementsa will nearly always trump other non-moral considerations. 

In the next section I will investigate whether non-moral reasons ever trump moral 

requirements. 

3.2.4 Gauguin cases: do non-oioral considerations ever trump moral 
requirements? 

The most plausible cases where non-moral considerations might trump moral con

siderations are those like the idealized Gauguin case. '̂ Let us suppose that Gauguin justi

fiably believed that he could produce great art only if he abandoned his family. This is an 

intuitively clear violation of the requirements of morality; but, as I look to my reason-laden 

attitudes (such as whether bis actions were blameworthy, or whether he should have felt 

guilt) I find myself conflicted; I am ambivalent whether or not he is subject to these 

attitudes. 

Now what explains this ambivalence? It is easy to explain the extent to which I 

feel he is blameworthy—he acted against the demands of the requirements of morality and 

thus given the view that moral requirements trump all other considerations, he is subject to 

blame. On the other hand, I explain the extent to which I see him as blameless as follows: 

his abandoning his ^mily (we are supposing) was a necessary condition for him to be able 

31 This example is drawn fi'om Bernard Williams' piece on Moral Luck. (198 Ic, 23ff.) 
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to create great art; and, we view the creation of great art as something is of tremendous 

value—such value, in fact, that it might outweigh the violation of certain intuitive moral 

requirements.. 

Another way of expressing this point is as follows: we take moral action to be 

Good and we take prudent action to be Good. Sometimes these Goods conflict and when 

they do we always take moral requirements to win out (if indeed they are moral require

ments, and not simply moral obligations). But in addition to morality and prudence, art is 

also taken to be a Good. What happens, then, when aesthetic demands conflict with moral 

requirements? This is what the idealized Gauguin case presents us. What makes it a hard 

case is that Gauguin's art is being presented as of comparable value to that of adherence to 

moral requirements. And, to the extent that we agree that the Best or most choiceworthy 

act for Gauguin is to pursue his art (and thus abandon his family) we are led to see his ac

tion as blameless. 

I shall not try to resolve Gauguin's dilemma here. It is sufficient for my purposes 

to note that intuitive moral requirements, if they are ever trumped at all, are trumped be

cause something of great non-moral value is at stake. In the Gauguin case the great non-

moral value is the production of art. Note, however, that we would not be conflicted by 

the Gauguin case if he were abandon his family simply so that he might enjoy more free 

time. Even though the attainment of free time is a Good of sorts it does not compare with 

the value of adhering to moral requirements. The conflict arising from the Gauguin case is 
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due to the Sact that the production of great art is arguably of comparable value to the ad

herence to moral requirements. 
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3.3 Conceptual connections between morality, rationality and the Good 

In the last part of the chapter I looked at what our reason-laden attitudes, as well 

as more immediate intuitions about the Good, tell us about what agents have reason to do; 

some emphasis was given the connections between rationality and morality. My conclu

sions were as follows: 1) we have conclusive reason to follow moral requirements, 2) ex

cept, possibly, when some non-moral consideration of comparable value is at stake, and 3) 

non-moral considerations routinely rationally outweigh moral considerations that are not 

intuitive moral requirements. 

In this part of the paper I will further pursue the connections between rationality 

and morality. In particular I will look at alleged conceptual connections between the two. 

3.3.1 Conceptual Intemalism 

In this first section I want to look at the connection between morality and practical 

reason as made manifest by our reason-laden attitudes. First, let me introduce some dis

tinctions. Previously (in chapter 1) I introduced a position regarding the connection be

tween rationality and morality called appraiser intemalism. According to this view the 

amoralist who judges that "I have a moral obligation to X" but denies that "I have a reason 

to X" is somehow conceptually confused.^ It would follow that the person who asks "Do 

I have reason to be moral?" is likewise conceptually confused. 

Let us call this kind of intemalism conceptual intemalism The conceptual internal

ist must dismiss the amoralist as inconceivable; at best, she can conceive of the amoralist* 

who uses moral language in "inverted commas". This person judges that "It is 'good' for 

Brink distinguishes several varieties of intemalism. I am concemed here with what 
he calls appraiser intemalism about reasons. (1989: 40) 
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me to X; that is, according to the conventional view of morality I have a moral obligation 

to X. But, I dont really have a moral obligation to X". This amoralist* can, without con

ceptual coniusion, judge that "It is 'good' for me to X but I have no reason to X." 

I am inclined to reject conceptual intemalism for the reason that Brink offers: 

The problem for intemalism is that it does not take the amoralist's challenge 
senously enough.. .Whatever the merits of these internalist gambits as 
interpretations of particular, putative amoralists (real or fictional), the 
amoralist certainly seems conceivable. It is simply unclear why we should 
assume that the person who professes indi£ference to what she insists are 
moral requirements is confiisedly using moral language in inverted commas 
or mistaken about what morality requires. (1989: 46-8) 

Brink contends that conceptual intemalism provides too facile a reply to the amoralist's 

challenge. I am inclined to agree. In the absence of some further reason to think that con

ceptual intemalism is tme, I will continue to accept the amoralist's challenge as coherent 

and thus reject conceptual intemalism. 

3.3.2 Substantive and Near-Substantive Intemalism 

Although I reject conceptual intemalism I want to repeat here the observations of 

the first part of the chapter: our reason-laden attitudes support a strong connection be

tween morality and practical reason. Our reason-laden attitudes direct us to one of two 

closely related positions. Which one we accept depends on our view of Gauguin-like 

cases; 

Substantive biternalism: Whenever an agent is morally required to X, 
she has an conclusive reason to X. 

Near-Substantive fntemaiism: With few exceptions, whenever an agent 
is morally required to X, she has conclusive reason to X. 

See Michael Smith (1994: ch. 3) for a defense of conceptual intemalism. 
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If either of these two positions hold then the amoralist who sincerely believes that "I am 

morally required to X" but denies that "I have a reason to X" does not thereby demon

strate a conceptual confusion; but, she is wrong, or nearly always wrong. 

3.3^ Conceptual Connections between Practical Reason and the Good 

But what, one might ask, is the amoralist wrong about when she asserts that "I am 

morally required to X" but denies that "I have a reason to X"? If my rejection of concep

tual intemalism is correct then she is not mistaken about the nature of morality. Wherein, 

then, lies her error? 

To answer this question we need to look back to the discussion from the last chap

ter. There I argued that we are faced by a choice. Either (i) we give up on the idea that 

our attitudes such as blame and resentment are reason-laden, or (ii) we rqect that a theory 

of practical reason must be purely deliberative. The reason that we must make this choice 

is that if we view our attitudes as reason-laden and adopt a purely deliberative theory then 

we will have to unconscionably alter our view of what is Good for agents and thereby how 

we relate with other agents. 

By opting for the second I choice I found a way to retain a conceptual connection 

between an agent's reasons and what is Good for the agent without radically altering our 

notion of lA^at is Good for an agent. Anyone else who made the same choice would 

thereby demonstrate a conceptual confiision if she claimed that "It is Good (as in 'most 

choiceworthy*) for me to X" but "I have no reason to X." 

Of course, it is not necessary for everyone to make the same choice. Indeed, I find 

it perfectly reasonable for someone to reject the conceptual connection between an agent's 
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Good and 'practical reason'. But, it is incumbent on one who makes such a choice to be 

perfectly clear that they take practical rationality to be a matter of correct deliberation, and 

not a matter of what is Good, or most choiceworthy, for an agent. This is certainly possi

ble for one to do. 

But it is not common. I assert (without the aid of statistical support) that when 

most people, indeed many theorists, talk about practical reason they do so primarily be

cause they are interested in what is most choiceworthy for agents, and not because they 

are interested in deliberative connections between agents' motives and the world. 

Perhaps this is too bold a claim. So let me soften it with the following statements; 

(i) Whenever one speaks about 'practical reason' because one is interested in what is most 

choiceworthy for agents one displays a conceptual confusion in saying "It is Good, i.e. 

most choiceworthy, for me to X", but "I have no reason to X.", and (ii) People often use 

'practical reason' precisely because they are interested in what is most choiceworthy for 

agents. 

So, we may now answer the question of wherein lies the error of the amoralist who 

says "I am morally required to X" but "I have no reason to X". It is not because she in 

confused about the nature of morality. Nor, is she confused about the meaning of'Good' 

or 'most choiceworthy*. Her error lies in her mistaken beliefs about what is Good, or most 

choiceworthy. She is like the person who understands the meaning of the word 'tempera

ture', but thinks that it is hot outside when in fact it is cold. 
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Of course, there are salient differences between 'temperature' and 'what is most 

choiceworthy*. One might worry that a person could be mistaken about the temperature in 

a way that he could not about what is most choiceworthy. How, for example, might we 

gain an imderstanding of what is Good that is superior to that of our neighbor's? I shall 

investigate some of these epistemological and metaphysical worries in the next two 

chapters. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: CONCEPTUAL, 
METAPHYSICAL AND 

EPISTEMOLOGICAL ARGUMENTS 
AGAINST THE VIRTUE THEORY 

4.1 Introduction 

In the chapter two I presented a method for choosing a theory of practical reason. 

1 contended that the method, suitably applied, would lead me to adopt a virtue theory of 

practical reason, although it might reasonably lead others to adopt a purely deliberative 

theory. Briefly characterized, here are the two theories: 

The purely deliberative conception: An agent has a reason to X in virtue 
of there being a suitable deliberative connection between X'ing and some 
motive, broadly construed, that the agent actually has. 

The virtiie conception: An agent has a reason to X in virtue of there 
being a suitable deliberative comiection between Xing and some motive, 
broadly construed, that the agent would have if she had a proper, correct 
or virtuous motivational structure. 

In this chapter I will look at two arguments which purport to show that internal, 

purely deliberative theories are to be preferred over external virtue theories. The first ar

gument, due to Bernard Williams, turns on a conceptual analysis of rationality. The sec

ond argument holds that objective theories like the virtue theory make use of 

metaphysically and epistemologically 'queer* entities and are thus not acceptable. 

After reviewing these two arguments I shall conclude that they do not provide rea

son to prefer purely deliberative theories over virtue theories of practical reason; thus, the 

arguments do not give us reason to reject the results of chapter two; the argument in &vor 

of the virtue conception will stand undefeated. 



4.2 Williams' Conceptual Argument 

In this section I will review Williams' argument for purely deliberative theories 

over external theories like the virtue theory examined in the last chapter. I will show how 

the argument turns on a conceptual analysis of rationality that ignores what I called in 

chapter two the endorsement aspect of practical reason. I will then show how Williams 

later recognizes this aspect and how his attempts to account for rt are inadequate. 

4.2.1 Internal and External Reasons 

Williams (1981b) distinguishes two competing interpretations of reason statements 

such as has reason to <{>.' According to the internal interpretation a statement of the form 

'A has reason to (j>' is true just in case (t>'ing serves the satis&ction of some motive, broadly 

construed, that the agent has. According to the external interpretation a statement of the 

form 'A has reason to ((>' can be true without serving the satisfaction of some motive of the 

agent Williams argues that all external reasons statements are false and correlatively that 

the internal interpretation provides the correct understanding of practical reasons. 

We can better understand Williams' thesis by taking a closer look at what he means 

by internal and external reasons. Let us start with imemal reasons. Williams considers a 

few possible models for internal reasons before settling on one. He begins by considering 

the sub-Humean model: 

has a reason to (|> iff^ has some desire the satis&ction of which will be 
served by his (t>-ing. (lOI) 

This is a model of internal reason because 'A has a reason to <j>' implies that A has a desire 

that will be satisfied by (t>'ing, and if (plausibly enough) desires are taken to be motives, it 

will in turn imply that ^ has a motive that will be satisfied by (t>'ing; and, this implication 



from the truth of the reason sentence to the existence of some motive that is satisfied ful

fills the condition for being an internal reason statement. 

Williams rejects this sub-Humean model of internal reason because he thinlcs that it 

too narrowly constrains the types of motivational entities that can be reason-giving; it is 

not just desires that can serve as reason-giving motives. In addition, he supposes that 

"such things as dispositions of evaluation, patterns of emotional reaction, personal loyal

ties, and various projects, as they may be abstractly called, embodying commitments of the 

agent" (105) may also be appropriate sources of internal reasons. Williams names the set 

of all these motivational entities one's subjective motivational set and refers to it as ^ for 

short. Reasons are internal for an agent if they are appropriately related to her S-, reasons 

are external, though, if they are not so appropriately related. 

4.2.2 Williams' argument against the truth of external reason statements 

Williams argues against external reasons by considering the case of Owen Win-

grave. All of Owen's male relatives have served in the army, and Owen's &ther thinks this 

fact along with family honor gives Owen a reason to join the army. Owen, however, has 

absolutely no inclination to join the army and thus we know that nothing in his 5 would be 

served by bis joining the army. By definition any reason Owen has to join the army would 

be an external one. 

According to Williams the possibility of there being a true external reasons state

ment turns on whether an agent can be motivated in a particular way to act as the state

ment directs. The way in question is that the agent should "acquire the motivation 



85 

because be comes to believe the reason statement, and that he should do the latter, moreo

ver, because, in some way, he is considering the matter aright." (109) 

Let us accept Williams proposal that the truth of an external reasons statement 

turns on whether an agent can be motivated to act as the statement directs as a result of 

the agent's considering the matter aright. As we shall later see there are at least two ways 

ofinterpreting the phrase'considering the matter aright.' Williams considers just one. ffis 

reading of'considering the matter aright' is as follows; 

If the [external reasons] theorist is to hold on to these conditions, he will, I 
think, have to make the condition under which the agent appropriately 
comes to have the motivation something like this, that he should deliberate 
correctly; and the external reasons statement will have to be taken as 
roughly equivalent to, or at least as entailing, the claim that if the agent 
rationally deliberated, then, whatever motivations he originally had, he 
would come to be motivated to (j>. (109) 

Williams thus holds that in order for there to be a true eaemal reasons statement rational 

deliberation must guarantee that an agent, regardless of her original motivations, will come 

to be motivated to act as the statement directs. Comrersely, if agents caimot be motivated 

to act according to any external reason statement as a result of rational deliberation then 

such statements dont really provide agents with reasons. In the next section we will as

sess whether this deliberative connection is the proper test of the truth of external reason 

statements; for now, let us grant that it is. 

Williams engages in a supposedly exhaustive search of the ways that an agent 

might come to act as an external reason statemem directs and finds that in no case is the 

agent's motivation explained by his deliberating in a rational manner, thus, he concludes 

that all external reason statements are false. Let us consider his argument in detail: He 
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first asks us to consider the case where Owen is convinced by his father's rhetoric to join 

the army. In that case, it would be the rhetoric which ecplained Owen's coming to believe 

the external reason statement and not because "he is considering the matter aright", i.e. 

not because he is correctly deliberating. Although Owen comes to act as the ecteraal rea

son statement directs, it is due to the Other's rhetoric and not to his rational deliberations; 

thus, this is not a case where Owen is guaranteed through his rational deliberations to act 

according to the e>ctenial reason statement. This case shows that rhetoric and other non-

rational means of persuasion cannot demonstrate the possibility of true external reasons 

statements. 

The other possibility Williams considers is as follows: suppose Owen came to ac

cept, via deliberation from some member of his S, that he really did have a reason of &mily 

honor to join the army. In this case Williams maintains that Owen's rational deliberations 

would guarantee his coming to be motivated to act as the father's reason statement directs; 

however, this would not be a case of Owen's coming to act through rational deliberation 

on an external reason statement. In this case the reason statement would be appropriately 

related to a member of Owen's S and thus it would be an internal, and not an external rea

son. Once again we have failed to show it is possible for rational deliberation to guarantee 

an agent to act upon an external reason statement. 

Williams takes the cases he considers to be exhaustive of the ways Owen can come 

to act as the father's reason statement directs. According to Williams, then, this shows 

that there is no possible way for an agent to come to act in a rational manner according to 
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the dictates of an ecternal reason statement; either the external reason statement is acted 

upon due to non-rational forces, or it is rationally acted upon because it really isnt an ex

ternal reason statement after all. Given this line of reasoning Williams concludes that all 

external reason statemems are false and that all reasons are of the internal variety. 

4.2.3 Discussion of Williams' Test for the Truth of External Reason Statements 

In this and the nect section I will show how Williams' argument gainst external 

reasons depends on the deliberative conception of practical reason. His adherence to this 

conception is manifested in the test he proposes for the truth of external reason state

ments. The test, again, is as follows; "the external reasons statement will have to be taken 

as roughly equivalem to, or at least as entailing, the claim that if the agent rationally delib

erated, then, whatever motivations he originally had, he would come to be motivated to 

(J)." (109) 

Before discussing the conception of practical reason underlying this test let me dis

cuss a problem with the test. The problem with it is that Williams does not apply an ap

propriately similar criterion to the truth of internal reason statements; he does not require 

for the truth of an internal reason statement that if the agent rationally deliberated given 

his present motivations then he would come to be motivated to act as the reason statement 

directs. Instead, Williams acknowledges one way in which an agent might M to aa as a 

true imemal reason statement directs, and gestures toward another. 

The first way is brought out by Williams' gin/petrol example. In that example an 

"agent believes that this stuff is gin, when it is in &ct petrol. He wants a gin and tonic. 

Has he reason, or a reason, to mix this stuff with tonic and drink it?" (102) Williams 
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answers that the agent lacks a reason to drink the stufEi and indeed has a reason not to 

drink the stuff. In this case the agent does not act as his true internal reason statement di

rects and this lack of motivation is explained by the agent's ^se Actual belief that the stufif 

is gin. 

Williams' use of the gin/petrol example shows that he is concerned with an account 

of objective reasons. Other theorists might be primarily concerned with subjective reasons 

and thus be unwilling to concede that an agent can have reasons that are not based on 

available information. I, however, want to recognize both subjective and objective rea

sons. For the time being, then, we will follow Williams in his discussion of objective rea

sons; the discussion will pertain mutatis mutandis to subjective reasons. 

The second way that Williams considers that an agent might fail to be motivated as 

a true internal reason statement directs is through akrasia. (107) It is conceivable that an 

agent recognize a deliberative connection between a motive that she has and ((t'ing without 

being motivated in any way to (|>. Williams supposes that this is not the case; however, I 

see this as an issue to be settled by psychology and not philosophy. And, if the psycho

logical evidence allows for this kind of weakness of the will (as I strongly suspect that it 

does) then we will have another example of an agent who has an internal reason but is not 

motivated in any way to act as it directs. 

The test, then, that Williams uses to test the truth of internal reasons statements is 

not that if the agent rationally deliberated then given her present motivations she would 

come to be motivated as the reason directs; rather, the test he actually uses is something as 
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follows; in order for an internal (objective) reason statement 'A has reason to (j>' to be true, 

it must entail that if^ had no relevant &lse belief, had no weakness of the will, and had 

rationally deliberated, then given her present motivations she would come to be motivated 

to (J).^ 

We see then that it is wrong of Williams to apply the test that he does for the truth 

of external reason statements; he make exceptions for false information (and arguably 

rasia) when judging the truth of internal reasons statements but not when judging the truth 

of external reasons statements. Let us, then, revise the test on \^lliams' behalf so that it 

does not treat external reasons statements differently than internal ones but still allows his 

argument to retain its force. I propose the following; in order for an external (objective) 

reasons statement 'A has reason to (j)' to be true, it must entail that if the agent had no rele

vant false beliefs, had no weakness of the will, and had correctly deliberated, then, what

ever motivations he originally had, he would come to be motivated to 

If we accept this revised test for the truth of external reasons statements we can 

use the Owen Wmgrave example to show that they are all false; even if Owen had no false 

beliefs, no weakness of the will, and had correctly deliberated he still would not have acted 

" The test for subjective internal reasons would be as follows: in order for a 
subjective i n t e n u d  r e a s o n  s t a t e m e n t  ' A  h a s  r e a s o n  t o  < ( > '  t o  b e  t r u e ,  i t  m u s t  e n t a i l  t h a t  \ f A  
were making the best use of available information, had no weakness of the will, and had 
rationally deliberated, then given her present motivations she would come to be motivated 
to ((>. 

The test for subjective external reasons would be as follows; in order for a 
subjective external reason statement 'A has reason to <(>' to be true, it must entail that if^ 
were making the best use of available information, had no weakness of the will, and had 
rationally deliberated, then whatever motivations he originally had, he would come to be 
motivated to (j). 
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as any external reasons statement directs. Again consider the putative reason that Owen 

has to join the army. Even if Owen had no ^se belief and no weakness of the will, cor-

rea deUberation from his current motives would not lead him to join the army. 

We may conclude, then, that if the revised test for the truth of external reasons 

statements is appropriate, all external reason statements are false. We should be carefiil, 

though, not to be overly impressed by this result. We must ask what, if anything, makes 

this revised test the correct test of the truth of external reason statements. 

4.2.4 How Williams presupposes the truth of the Deliberative Conception 

Williams' test for the truth of external reason statements, as well as my revision of 

it, both betray an adherence to a widespread conception of practical reason.^ This delib

erative conception generates reasons for an agent insofar as they have a suitable delibera

tive connection with current motives of the agent. This is to be contrasted with the virtue 

conception which posits reasons which share a suitable deliberative connection with mo

tives an agent would have if she had a proper, correct or virtuous set of motivations. 

Note that the deliberative conception as well as the virtue conception require a 

suitable deliberative connection between reasons and motivations. But what counts as a 

suitable deliberative connection? Different theories will cash out what is meant by 'suit

able' differently; but, there are certain aspects that most theories will share. First, what 

counts as a suitable deliberative connection will depend on whether one is giving an ac

count of subjective or objective reasons. An account of subjective reasons will be refer

enced to the best use by the agent of the available information; an account of objective 

36 This observation about Williams' original test is due to John McDowell (1995). 
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reasons, on the other hand, will be referenced to a set of beliefs of the agent that is cor

rected for ^uhy information. 

Second, theories of practical reason will require one kind of deliberative connec

tion for primafacie reasons and an even stronger one for ail-things-considered reasons. 

For example, on a given deliberative theory I might have a prima facie reason to go see a 

cockfight since it would satisfy a certain primal bloodlust that I have; however, on the 

same theory, I might lack an all-things-considered reason because I have a stronger or 

more important desire to treat animals humanely. In this case there is enough of a delib

erative connection between going to a cockfight and my motivational set to provide a 

prima facie reason to go to the fight, but not enough to provide an all-things-considered 

one. This is in contrast to the Wingrave case where Owen supposedly has neither a prima 

facie nor an all-things-considered reason to observe the duties of family honor. 

Given the deliberative conception of rationality we see how one would adopt Wil

liams' test (or my revised version of it) for the truth of external reason statements. Wil

liams' test takes an agent's motivations as given and checks whether deliberation fi'om 

those motivations will guarantee that the agent will come to be motivated as the reason 

statement directs; if not, then the reason statement is deemed false. 

This test is entirely consonant with the deliberative conception of practical ration

ality. If the deliberative conception of practical rationality is correct then Williams' test of 

external reasons statements (more strictly, the revised version of Williams' test) is appro

priate and we can accept his rejection of external reasons. 
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But we saw in chapter two reason to be wary of an easy identification of practical 

reason and deliberation. The reason is that the connection with deliberation is just one of 

the features we constitutiveiy associate with practical reason. The other feature that is of 

comparable significance is the connection with endorsement with its concern for the 

agent's Good; and, the connection with endorsement is something that Williams' analysis 

of practical reason seems to leave out completely. 

Let us suppose that the appeal of Williams' test of external reasons is wholly ex

plained by this incomplete conceptual analysis of rationality; if there is some other inde

pendent reason for the principle it is certainly not apparent in Williams' article; and, it 

would then be incumbent upon Williams or other supporters of the principle to provide 

this independent support. 

Once we make diis supposition we see that the support for the principle is under

mined by the arguments of chapter two. My argument there was that a complete concep

tual analysis of rationality would lead me to adopt another test for the truth of external 

reasons statements—one that would be more sympathetic to a virtue theory of practical 

reasoiL We will examine such a test in the next section. 

At the same time I conceded that the method of chapter two would reasonably 

lead others to adopt a purely deliberative theory of practical reason and thus justify Wil

liams' proposed test for the truth of external reasons statements. But note that, even with 

this concession, Williams' argument is not doing any work. The conceptual analysis lead

ing to pure deliberativism justifies Williams' test. Williams' test does nothing to justify the 
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vides no independent support for purely deliberative theories against the virtue theory of 

practical reason. 

4 J.5 Williams' attempt to accommodate the endonement aspect of practical 
reason 

In a later work Williams (1989) &cplicitly recognizes the endorsement aspect of 

practical reason and attempts to account for it. In this section we will look at this attempt 

and see why it fails. First, let us see where he acknowledges the endorsement aspect of 

practical reason. He does this when he notes that there is a close connection between the 

appropriateness of blaming an agent for having done X and the agent's having had a rea

son not to do X when he did it: 

[I]f "ought to have" is appropriate afterwards in the modality of blame, 
then (roughly) "ought to" was appropriate at the time in the modality of 
advice... .If "ought to have" in the mode of blame corresponds to "ought 
to" in the mode of advice, this strongly suggests what it refers to is the 
agent's having (having had) a reason: "ought to have" will carry the 
thought that the agent had a reason to act in the desired way but failed to 
do so. (7) 

This is an important observation since it shows that Williams accepts something like the 

idea that our ethically important attitudes such as biame are reason-laden. This puts Wil

liams in the uncomfortable position of embracing the three desiderata of a theory of prac

tical reason: the deliberative conception of practical reason, the reason-ladenness of our 

ethically important attitudes, and the keeping of our reason-laden attitudes in roughly the 

form that they are. 

Let us look then at how Williams attempts to reconcile these three conflicting ck-

siderata and thus resolve the conflict of reason. The crux of his suggestion is this: in 
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many instances we blame an agent for having done X not because she had a direct reason 

not to do X when she did it, but rather in virtue of her disposition to avoid the disapproval 

of people whom she in turn respects. 

Consider, for ^cample. Sue who doesn't directly care for the environment; how

ever, she does want to be ethically well related to the people whom she respects, and these 

people will disapprove of her if she continues to dump her trash in the stream; indeed, they 

will express this disapproval by blaming her for doing what she ought not have done: viz., 

dump trash in the streanL 

In this case her peers cannot be blaming her in virtue of her having a direct reason 

to care for the environment—there is nothing in her subjective motivational set that is di

rectly concerned with the environment; rather, in blaming her they are issuing a proleptic 

invocation^^ of a reason not to do X. By blaming Sue for polluting they are doing two 

things: i) informing her that in virtue of her disposition to be ethically well related to those 

whom she respects she has a reason not to pollute, and ii) blaming her for not acting upon 

that reason. 

As desired, this account does establish a close connection between blame and prac

tical reasons while at the same time adopting the deliberative conception and holding 

promise of respecting our reason-laden attitudes. My question is whether the account es

tablishes the right kind of connection between blame and practical reasons. I shall argue 

that it does not. 

" Williams' phrase meaning the use of an epithet in anticipation of its becoming 
applicable' 



To see this consider the ethical point of blame; that is, what justifies the use of 

blaming practices given that they involve a prima facie harm, viz. the peculiar stigma 

brought about by being the object of blame. Williams offers the following: 

Our thought may rather be this: if he [the object of the blame] were to 
deliberate again and take into consideration all the reasons that might now 
come more vividly before him, we hope he would come to a different 
conclusion; and it is important that the reasons that might now come more 
vividly before him include this very blame and the concerns expressed in it. 
(8) [my italics] 

On Williams' view it seems that the ethical point of blame is as an instrument for getting an 

agent to act in a way that an agent has some reason to do, although not necessarily all-

things-considered or conclusive reason to do. After all, a person may have a desire to be 

ethically well related to people whom she respects that is swamped or trumped by most 

any other desire. 

Consider Sue again who has a desire to be ethically well related to people who 

greatly value the environment; but let us suppose she attaches very little weight to this de

sire. In addition she places great weight in disposing of her trash with the greatest con

venience. In this case she would have an internal reason to not poUute in virtue of her 

disposition to be ethically well related to those she respeas; however, she would not have 

a conclusive internal reason to not pollute; correct deliberation from her prima facie inter

nal reasons would not lead her to the conclusion that she ought not pollute since she 

places so little weight on the ethical disposition. 

If we insist in this case that Sue is subject to being blamed (and I did insist this in 

the last chapter when I claimed that the mildly moral calculator is subject to blame) then 
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oa Williams' theory the blame does not point to a rational failing of the agent in question. 

According to the deliberative conception of practical reason a rational filing must amount 

to a failure of deliberation; but, we have supposed that Sue flawlessly engaged in all delib

eration where this deliberation included vivid reflection on her disposition to be ethically 

well related to others. In such a case blame does not say to the agent: your polluting re

flects a fault of rationality; rather, it says that we blamers hope that an appeal to your dis

position to be ethically well related to us will lead to a change in your behavior; we hope 

to use this disposition to lever you into behavior which, although not necessarily rational 

for you, is behavior that we prefer. 

I think that such an account seriously misses the connection between blame and 

reasons and thus must be rejected. The deep ethical point of blame, I believe, is to alert 

the biamee that she has done something that she had conclusive, and not just prima facie 

reason not to do; it tells her that her behavior reflects a feult of rationality and for this rea

son is to be condemned. This account respeas the endorsement that the term 'rational' 

connotes; an action is to be condemned inso^ as the agent has conclusive reason not to 

do it, and not just a prima facie reason not to do so. Williams' account condemns an ac

tion as contrary to reason even though the agent may have had conclusive reason to do 

otherwise. It thus &ils to account for the way that rationality conveys endorsement and 

condemnation. 

One final note; on my account blame points out a rational &ult and hopefully can 

lead to the correction of the fault. Perhaps this hope is a live one only if the biamee has an 



97 

active disposition to be ethically well related to those who are eng£^g in the blame. If 

this is the case then blame is effective only if this disposition is present; but, and this is an 

important point, the blame is made appropriate by the agent's Mure to see things aright, 

and not by the hope that we might mold the agent's behavior in a way that is more agree

able to us. 

4.2.6 An alternative test of the truth of external reason statements 

In the last several sections of this chapter I have claimed that Williams' proposed 

test for the truth of external reasons statements is based on a faulty and incomplete analy

sis of the concept of practical rationality; the analysis Ms, in particular, because it inade

quately accounts for the endorsement aspect of practical reason. In this section I will 

examine a quite diflferent "test" for the truth of external reasons statements that is consis

tent with the analysis of practical reason I gave in chapter two. I argued there that a com

plete analysis leads to a virtue theory of practical reason; so, what test will we get if we 

presume the truth of the virtue conception? 

John McDowell points the way in his paper "\fight There Be External 

Reasons?".(1995) He introduces his proposed test for the truth of external reasons state

ments by playing off one of Williams' suggestive phrases. Recall that in developing his test 

for the truth of external reasons statements Williams states that the proponem of external 

reasons must show that the agent should acquire the motivation to act as the external rea

son directs "because he comes to believe the reason statement, and that he should do the 

latter, moreover, because, in some way, he is considering the matter aright." (109) Wil

liams' immediately cashes out the phrase "considering the matter aright" to mean that the 
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^ent deliberates correctly, thus showing his allegiance to the deliberative conception of 

practical rationality. 

McDowell suggests another reading of the phrase "considering the matter aright". 

Why, he asks, "must the external reasons theorist envis^e this transition to considering 

the matter aright as being effected by correct deliberationT (72) His answer is that the 

external reasons theorist must do no such thing; 

But in fact all that the external reasons theorist needs at that point in the 
argument.. .is that in coming to believe the reason statement, the agent is 
coming to consider the matter aright. This leaves it quite open how the 
transition is effected. (73) 

McDowell's alternative reading of'considering matters aright' conjures up a conception of 

practical reason that differs substantially from the deliberative conception presumed by 

Williams. According to this virtue conception, it is possible for an agent to correctly de

liberate from existing motivations, but still fail to see things aright. This failure would be 

explained by the agent's deliberating from an improper or non-virtuous set of motivations; 

and her having an improper set of motivations could be explained by the fact that the agent 

was not brought up correctly, or that the agent went astray in some other way. If the 

agent were to obtain a proper set of motivations then this would partially constitute her 

coming to see matters aright, and it would be immaterial that this transition was not, and 

indeed could not have been, effected by correct deliberation. '̂ Consider McDowell's 

thoughts about this matter: 

Aristotle: "But since good deliberation is a certain sort of correctness in 
deliberation, we must inquire what [this correctness] is and what it is [correctness] about. 
Now since correctness has several types, clearly good deliberation will not be every type. 
For the incontinent or base person will use rational calculation to reach what he proposes 



What if someone has not been properly brought up? In order to take 
seriously the idea that someone who has been properly brought up tends to 
consider matters aright in the relevant area, we surely do not need to 
embrace the massively implausible implication that someone who has not 
been properly brought up—someone who has slipped through the net, so to 
speak—can be induced into seeing things straight by directing some piece of 
reasoning at him. On the contrary, reasoning aimed at generating new 
motivations will surely stand a chance of working only if it appeals to 
something in the audience's existing motivational makeup, in something like 
the way exploited in WilUams's accoimt of the internal interpretation; and 
the trouble with someone who has in some radical way slipped through ±e 
net is that there may be no such point of lever^e for reasoning aimed at 
generating the motivations that are characteristic of someone who has been 
properly brought up. (73-4) 

In the next section I will discuss some non-deliberative ways (such as education or 

punishment) that a person who does not see matters aright might come to do so. For 

now, though, we have enough of an understanding of the virtue conception of practical 

reason to see how it relates to external reasons in general and the Owen Wingrave case in 

particular. In general, the virtue conception requires the existence of external reasons due 

to its invocation of a 'proper motivational structure'. For most any specification of what 

counts as a proper set of motivations the virtue conception will posit reasons such that we 

can envision a person whose actual set of motivations are not satisfied by acting on those 

reasons; '̂ thus, for most any specification of what counts as a proper set of motivations 

the virtue conception will posit external reasons for some agents. 

to see, and so will have deliberated correctly [if that is all it takes], but will have got 
himself a great evil. Having deliberated well seems, on the contrary, to be some sort of 
good; for the sort of correctness in deliberation that makes it good deliberation is the sort 
that reaches a good." (EN 1142b) 

An exception would be the theory that says the proper set of motivations is the one 
that the person actually has. Notice that the adoption of a such a theory of the proper set 
of motivations would erase the distinction between the deliberative and the virtue 
conceptions of practical reason. 
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We can see how this works in the Wingrave case. One, such as Owen's father, 

might think that a virtuous person would be motivated to act upon the duties of family 

honor; according to such a person the disposition to act upon the duties of &mily honor is 

part of the proper set of motivations that figures in the definition of the virtue conception 

of reason. It is on this basis that one might attribute an external reason to Owen to join 

the army, i.e. attribute a reason despite the feet that joining the army would satisfy no mo

tive that he occurrently has. The faa that the duties of &mily honor are external for Owen 

is merely indication that that he has an improper set of motivations and thereby is not see

ing matters aright. 

According to the virtue conception, then, there is the possibility of attnbuting a 

true external reasons statement to Owen to join the army or to observe the duties of femily 

honor. This is because it rejects Williams' test for the truth of external reasons statements 

as well as my revision of it. It does not require that the agent come to be motivated as the 

external reasons statement directs after correct deliberation with no false fectual beliefs 

and no weakness of the will. Instead, it requires that the agent come to be motivated as 

the external reasons statement directs after correa deliberation with no false factual beliefs 

and no weakness of the will fi'om a proper, correct or virtuous set of motivations. And 

this is a test that the external reason Owen has to join the army might pass if we presume 

that a virtuous agent would be motivated by matters of family honor. 

4.2.7 Non-delibcradve means of coming to see matters aright 

In order to provide a fuller understanding of the virtue conception of practical rea

son I will discuss in this section some of the non-deliberative ways that a misguided person 
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might come to see matters aright. The most important way that this might happen is 

through education or training.^ When parents and teachers educate a child their goal is to 

shape the child's character in certain ways. At a certain point in the child's development it 

is appropriate to train the child by appealing to his deliberative capacities. But before that 

point (and at times after that point) it is appropriate to shape the child in non-deliberative 

ways-

For example, there is a Jewish custom to give young children candy on their very 

first day of school. The intention is to make the children associate learning with some

thing sweet and pleasant. The reason that the teachers do this is that they really do believe 

that learning is sweet and pleasant, and they want the children to see things that way as 

weU. But, they know that it would be useless to try to convince the children of this fact; 

so, they employ non-deliberative means to get them i) to do what they have reason to do, 

and ii) to put them into a position where they can see what they have reason to do. If we 

suppose that one can fiilly the appreciate the value of education only after having engaged 

in it then the candy can serve as an incentive to put the children in an epistemically supe

rior position regarding what they have reason to do. 

Punishment might also serve as a non-deliberative means to get one to see matters 

aright. Consider a parent disciplining a child. In this case the parent sets up a negative as

sociation with a certain type of behavior with the hope that the child will eventually be 

McDowell talks about the role of training in coming to see matters aright. See 
pages 72-4. He cites Aristotle in Nicomacheem Ethics, Book II as someone who 
appreciated the role of training in coming to see matters aright. 
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able to see that her behavior is wrong, and not just that it leads to unpleasant conse

quences. Although the exact process is something of a mystery perhaps it is something as 

follows; in order to fully appreciate the value of a moral life one must first have experi

enced it; thus, punishment can help put children in an epistemically superior position re

garding what they have reason to do if it can successfiilly get them to lead a moral life. 

Punishment might also be effective in getting misguided adults to come to see mat

ters aright. We might say of many criminals that th^ simply don't see the importance of 

acting morally even though they understand the difference between moral right and wrong. 

If punishment could get these criminals to see matters aright then it would go some way in 

justifying the practices of punishment."*' 

I am not committed to the view that punishment always, or even sometimes, gets 

criminals to see matters aright. Indeed, I am not committed to the view that adults who 

fail to see matters aright always have some path available to come to see matters aright. 

There may be people whose motivational structures are so skewed that they could never 

be brought to see matters aright. Such people are to be feared and perhaps pitied. But, as 

&r as I can see, they present no special problems for the virtue conception of practical 

reason. 

For a discussion of this matter see Hampton's "A Moral Education Theory of 
Punishment" (1984). 
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4.3 The alleged 'queerness' of the virtue cooceptioii of practical reason 
4.3.1 Locating the alleged queerness 

In bis book Ethics: Inventing Right ami Wrong JX. Macide (1977) raises an argu

ment that challenges the metaphysical acceptability of the virtue conception of practical 

reason without attacking the metaphysical acceptability of the deliberative conception, 

his argument were sound then it would be an easy decision between the deliberative and 

the virtue conception. In this section I will look at Mackie's worries and contend that they 

are not well founded. 

Mackie begins the book with a bald statement of his thesis; "There are no objec

tive values." (15) In explicating this claim we must be carefiil not to confuse what Mackie 

means by 'objective values' and what I mean by 'objective reasons'. To see what Mackie 

means by his claim that there are no objective values let us examine the following passage; 

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.. .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 desu-es and inclinations. (29)*^^ 

^ I actually think that Mackie misinterprets the operation of the categorical 
imperative and that his argument is thus not properly directed towards the categorical 
imperative; however, this misconstrual is widespread, and our purpose in looking to 
Mackie is not to do Kant scholarship, but to glean an argument that might be direaed 
against theories like the virtue theory. Mackie's argument, as I see it, is properly directed 
towards theories like the virtue theory, and Mackie is quite explicit about this; 

"[For a tradition that runs from Aristotle to Aquinas].. .the fundamental notion is 
that of the good for man, or the general end or goal of human life, or perhaps a set of 
basic goods or primary human purposes... .But if it is claimed that something is 
objectively the right or proper goal of human life, then this is tantamount to the assertion 
of something that is objectively categorically imperative, and comes fairly within the scope 
of our previous arguments." (48-9) 
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Mackie claims here that a genuine reason for acting must be contingent upon some 

present desire of the agent in question, where this contingency relation is a kind of 

means/end relationship. By solely invoking the means/end relationship Mackie is endors

ing a restricted, instrumental version of the deliberative conception of practical reason. 

This version states that in order for a reason to be genuine, there must be a deliberative 

connection between the agent's motivational set and the recommended action, where de

liberation consists solely of means/end reasoning. 

Given this restricted view of deliberation Mackie's dem'al of objective values 

amounts to a denial of all but a limited type of internal reasons, viz. those where there is a 

means/end relationship between the agent's S and the recommended action. Note, how

ever, that there are less restrictive views of the power of deliberation. Williams, for exam

ple, adopts a more expansive conception (and others are more expansive yet)"'̂ : 

But there are much wider possibilities for deliberation, such as: thinking 
how the satis&ction of elements in S can be combined, e.g. by 
time-orderii^, where there is some irresoluble conflia among the elements 
of S, considering which one attaches most weight to (which, importantly, 
does not imply that there is some one commodity of which they provide 
varying amounts); or, again, finding constitutive solutions, such as deciding 
what would make for an entertaining evening, granted that one wants 
entertainment. (1981b: 104) 

As we turn to examine Mackie's arguments against objective values we will find 

that nothing important hinges on his adoption of a restricted view of deliberation and that 

the main force of his attack is against putative reasons which lack a deliberative connec

tion to an agent's motivational set, whatever deliberation might amount to; thus, we will be 

For example consider the appeal to reflective equilibrium in theorists such as 
Korsgaard and Anderson. See chapter seven for further discussion. 
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able to employ his arguments against objective values as an argument against external rea

sons and the virtue conception of practical reason. 

Let us look, then, at Mackie's arguments against the acceptability of objective val

ues and see how they bear on the metaphysical viability of ectemal reasons and the virtue 

conception of practical reason. The first argument, the metaphysical argument from 

queemess. alleges that "if there were objective values, then there would be entities or 

qualities or relations of a very strange sort, utterly different fi'om anything else in the uni

verse." (38) The second version of the argument, the epistemological argument fi'om 

queemess. claims that if we were aware of objective values "it would have to be by some 

special faculty of moral perception or intuition, utterly different fi'om our ordinary ways of 

knoAving everything else." (38) Since the means of epistemological access would be so 

queer, Mackie urges us to reject appeals to any kind of objective value. 

Let us take a closer look at the first argumem. What is it exactly that allegedly 

makes objective values so queer? Mackie talks about their "authoritative prescriptivity" 

(39) or their being "action-directing absolutely". (29) Unfortunately, Mackie is not as ex

plicit as he could be regarding what it is so problematic about objective values. 

The best analysis I can find of Mackie's worries comes fi'om Jean Hampton (1997). 

She cashes out Mackie's worries as deriving fi'om a naturalist's rejection of Aristotelian fi

nal causes as in the rejection of the idea that rocks fall down because th^ are driven to

wards their natural state of being at rest on the earth.** To see how Mackie's dismissal of 

I make no claim that this account is actually Aristotle's. Indeed, I suspect that this 
is not the case although I am not in a position to argue this point. 
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objective values might derive from a rejection of Aristotelian final causes let us first look 

at Hampton's characterization of them: 

An explanation in terms of final causes has three components. First, it 
assumes that there is a certain place, or state of afiairs, or kind of motion, 
that is appropriate or "fitting" for an object. This place, or state of afi&irs, 
or movement is thought to have some kind of compelling righmess. The 
world is therefore conceived as a place where there are states of being that 
are appropriate or right for various sorts of objects. 

Second, this ^lanation assumes that the object whose movement or state 
is to be explained is, in some way, able to respond to this compelling 
rightness... 

Third, a final cause explanation assumed that the object's state or 
movement could be explained by appealing to its sensitivity to this 
compelling righmess. The object was thought to move, or change, for the 
sake of attaining that state, or undenaking that movement, which was 
appropriate or fitting to it. (ch. 3)"*® 

Final causes, so charaaerized, are regarded as thoroughly discredited from a naturalistic 

or scientific point of view. As Hampton says: 

The explanations of science, even they though they can take many forms 
(sometimes causal, sometimes not, sometimes mathematical, sometimes 
not) nonetheless do not take, and cannot take (on pain of being 
unscientific) a form that relies on the idea that any object in the world acts 
for the sake of something else, or has a goal or proper place, to which it 
tends in its motion... 

In its rejection of all manifestations of Aristotelian science, naturalists.. 
are committed to explanations that denv the possibility that an object 

moves for the sake of «soniethinff else that compels it to do so bv virtue of 
hs "rightness" that it can somehow sense. I take this to be definitive of the 
scientific point of view. (Ch. 3, pp. 37-9) 

If we are committed naturalists, then, it appears we must reject all appeals to Aristotelian 

final causes so characterized. Let us grant that this is so. I£ then, external reasons and 

45 The citations are for the manuscript version. 
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the virtue conception of practical reason necessarily invoke such disreputable entities then 

they must be rejected as naturalistically unacceptable. 

This is the worry that Hampton attributes to naturalists like Mackie: they worry 

that objective values, external reasons, and the virtue conception of practical reason all in

voke queer Aristotelian final causes. Indeed, there is good textual support that this cap

tures Mackie's worries: 

But if it is claimed that something is objectively the right or proper goal of 
human life, then this is tantamount to the assertion of something that is 
objectively categorically imperative, and comes ^ly within the scope of 
our previous arguments. (47) 

Mackie is concerned here that appeals to the "proper" goal of human life that are not 

cashed out in terms of an agent's motives are naturalistically suspect; there is no room in 

the naturalistic world for such goals to be "authoritatively prescriptive" or "action-

directing absolutely". So, we must reject the virtue conception of practical reason which 

through its very definition utilizes the notion of a "proper" or "virtuous" motivational 

structure; instead, we are to accept a naturalistically cleansed version of prescriptivity 

which appeals only to deliberative connections with an agent's actual motives. 

It appears, then, that we have located the source of the naturalist's worries con

cerning the virtue conception of practical reason; they seemingly invoke naturalistically 

unacceptable Aristotelian final causes. But, even if we grant that Aristotelian final causes 

(as Hampton characterizes them) are thoroughly discredited fi-om the naturalist's point of 

view, is it right that to think that a virtue theory of practical reason must invoke them? 

We will investigate this in the next section. 

4.3.2 Why the alleged queerness is not part of a virtue theory 
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In this section I will dispute the claim that a virtue theory of practical must invoke 

naturalistically unacceptable Aristotelian final causes. Let me be clear about what I am 

disputing. In the last section I gave Hampton's characterization of final causes which in

volved three components. The first component of a final cause is that "it assumes that 

there is a certain place, or state of affairs, or kind of motion, that is appropriate or "fitting" 

for an object." A virtue theory of practical reason will clearly make use of this first com

ponent in that holds that there is a certain state of af^irs that is appropriate for a human 

being—viz., that he possesses a correct or virtuous motivational structure and acts 

therefi-om. 

The second component of Aristotelian final causes is that "the object whose move

ment or state is to be explained is, in some way, able to respond to this compelling right-

ness"; and, the third component is that the "object's state or movement could be explained 

by appealing to its sensitivity to this compelling righmess." It is with these two conditions 

that the virtue theorist parts company with naturalistically unacceptable Aristotelian final 

causes. The virtue theorist need not hold that every human being is sensitive to the "com

pelling rightness" of the demands of virtue, or that her behavior is explained by this sensi

tivity. Rather, the virtue theorist can rely on the more modest claims that a) the person 

whose character is properly trained and constituted is thereby sensitive to the demands of 

virtue, and b) the behavior of such a person is, in part, explained by her sensitivity. The 

virtue theorist need not, however, claim that improperly trained or constituted persons will 

be sensitive to the demands of virtue or motivated by them. 
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McDowell elaborates on these points, emphasizing the role of moral training in 

providing the required connection between motivation and the demands of reason; 

If we think of ethical upbringing in a roughly Aristotelian way, as a process 
of habituation into suitable modes of behaviour, inextricably bound up with 
the inculcation of suitably related modes of thought, there is no mystery 
about how the process can be the acquisition, simultaneously, of a way of 
seeing things and of a collection of motivational directions or practical 
concerns, focused and activated in particular cases by ecercises of the way 
of seeing things. (7) 

This emphasis on moral training shows how the external reasons posited by a virtue theory 

of practical reason can have a non-mysterious, naturalistically acceptable connection with 

motivation. If dm agent were brought up correctly, then she would be motivated to act as 

a given external reason direas; however, if she were not brought up correctly, then there 

would be no guarantee that she would be so motivated. Nothing mysterious here. 

A similar maneuver shows that virtue theories of practical reason can pass the 

challenge posed by Mackie's epistemological argument from queemess. This argument 

states that the means of coming to know about the demand of virtue would have to in

volve "some special faculty of moral perception or intuition, utterly different from our or

dinary ways of knowing everything else". But we now see that no such special feculty is 

needed to explain how an agent comes to see things aright. If an agent has been properly 

brought up, then she will be so constituted as to be able to perceive what virtue demands 

and act therefrom; but, if she has not been properly brought up then there is no such 

expectation."^ 

^ One might complain that I have not done the epistemological argument from 
queemess fiiU justice here. I too suspect that there is a more sophisticated version of the 
argument and I think the discussion of Harman in the next chapter addresses this more 
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If what I have said here is right then it is not necessary for a virtue theory of 

practical reason to invoke the problematic elements of naturalisticaily "queer" Aristotelian 

final causes. Rather, it need only invoke a naturalisticaily sanitized version of such causes. 

We can proceed, then, knowing that arguments firom queemess do not put the deliberative 

conception of practical reason in a metaphysically or epistemicaUy advantageous position 

relative to the virtue conception. As far as queemess goes things are, as it were, equal be

tween the two conceptions. 

sophisticated version. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: NORMATIVE 
BELIEF AND NORMATIVE FACT 

S.l Introduction: On the use of intuitions to develop a theory of practical reason 

In chapter two I proposed that given the conflict of reason the best strategy for 

choosing a theory of practical reason was the NDC strate^ which has the following struc

ture: It starts with the idea that our ethically important attitudes such as blame and resent

ment are reason-laden and that our reason-laden attitudes are roughly correct as they are. 

Given these two starting points we can derive a theory of practical reason by seeing which 

theory best accounts for our reason-laden attitudes. In addition, in chapter three I ad

verted directly to intuitions about the Good in order to help derive a theory of practical 

reasoiL 

An important way of viewing this strategy is as follows; we are using our reason-

laden attitudes to provide intuitions, i.e. pre-theoretic judgments, about what agents have 

reason to do. We then take these intuitions as trustworthy indicators of perspective-

independent &cts about practical reason; that is, we take these intuitions as having some 

sort of epistemic weight. We say that the theory of practical reason that best accounts for 

these intuitions is to be epistemically preferred in the same way that say we that the scien

tific theory which best accounts for a set of observations is to be epistemically preferred. 

I want to make explicit that I am relying on intuitions in this way. Thus, I ofifer the 

following principle; 

Principle R: Epistemically, we should prefer that theory of practical 
reason which best respects our pre-theoretic beliefs concerning practical 
reason. 
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In defending prindpie R my task is to show why our intuitions concerning practical reason 

should be granted any epistemic weight at aU. In this chapter I will consider a series of ar

guments that purport to show that these beliefe should be granted no justificational weight 

since our normative belief, i.e. those beliefs about what agems have reason to do, are ex

pressive of a state of mind rather than descriptive of an actual state-of-afiairs. If this were 

the case ±en our normative belief would give us insights into our states of mind, but not 

insights into the nature of practical reason. 

In sections EI and m, I will consider arguments that claim that we can best explain 

why we have the normative beliefs we do without appealing to the existence of any nor

mative facts, i.e. faas about what agents have reason to do. Since normative facts do not 

play a roie in these putatively best explanations of our normative beliefs, it is maintained 

that we are not justified in positing their existence."" To do so would be metaphysically 

gratuitous. 

I will accept this principle of explanatory relevance as the test of whether there are 

normative facts; i.e., I agree that we should posit only those entities which figure in the 

best explanation of our experience; however, I will find fault with the claims that we can 

best explain our normative beliefs without appealing to normative facts. I will show the 

arguments for the claims to be inconclusive, and then point to ways that normative facts 

might figure in the best explanation of our normative beliefs. 

Harman (1965) proposes this principle. 
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In section IVI will consider a third argument which points out that we can demon

strate a causal connection between physical observations and physical facts such that we 

can trust our observational beliefs as a guide to the physical truth; but, the argument con

tends we can demonstrate no such trustworthy connection moral beliefs and moral truths; 

thus, we are to conclude that our moral belief are not indicative of a realm of moral 

truths. This argument extends straightforwardly to truths about practical reason. 

I shall respond to this argument in two ways. First, I will examine how appealing 

to a constructivist metaphysics might help solve this problem for normative beliefs. I shall 

argue that this strate^ is not successful. I will then examine another way that this argu

ment might be more successfully addressed. 
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S.2 Invoidng psycho-sociological explanations against normative facts 

The first argument we will look at argues that moral facts do not figure in the best 

explanation of our moral belief; thus, we are not justified in positing moral facts. I will 

then show how a parallel argument can be mustered up to the efi^ that normative &cts 

do not figure in the best explanation of normative belief, and thus we are not justified in 

positing normative facts. Let us look, then, at the argument against the existence of moral 

facts and see how it bears on the issue of normative &cts. 

In his well-known introduction to ethics Harman (1977) maintains that claims of 

moral objectivity are suspect in that moral statements are immune fi'om observational test

ing. He elaborates his suspicion as follows: The best explanation of why a scientist be

lieves 'A proton just passed through the bubble chamber* includes the fact that a proton did 

just pass through the bubble chamber. Given this fact and the principle of explanatory 

relevance we see that a scientist's reported observation of a proton provides support for 

the claim that protons exist. 

Harman sees a disanalogy here with moral beliefs. The best explanation, he claims, 

for the ethicist's belief that 'Burning cats for fim is wrong* does not refer to a moral &ct of 

the matter, but rather to the psychological and sociological contingencies of the ethicist; 

we can fiilly explain the ethicist's moral belief by appealing exclusively to faas about her 

culture, her upbringing, her psychological dispositions and the like. The ethicist's moral 

belief thus does not provide support for the claim that there is a moral fact concerning the 

burning of cats; it only gives us insight into things such as the upbringing and socialization 

of the ethicist. As Harman says: "The &ct that you made a particular moral observation 
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when you did does not seem to be evidence about moral facts, only evidence about you 

and your moral sensibility." (7) He concludes that the positing of moral &cts to explain 

our moral beliefs is entirely superfluous hence we are not justified in doing so. 

A similar argument can be made to the effect that we are not justified in positing 

normative facts. The argument is as follows; we can completely explain a given person's 

normative belief without appealing to any normative facts; rather, we can explain them by 

appealing to the psychological and sociological contingencies of the normative believer 

Consider, for example, someone's belief that Tt is irrational to spend all of one's time mak

ing money.' The person's belief can be explained by appealing to his community's beliefs 

and to how those beliefs were inculcated into him. Normative facts play no role in this pu-

tatively best explanation of normative belief Given this fact we are to conclude that we 

are not justified in positing the edstence of normative facts. 

There is a difficulty with Harman's argument against the positing of moral facts, 

and the same difficulty resides in the parallel argument against the positing of normative 

facts. The problem is that the argumem cannot rely on the following inference; 

1. We have every reason to adopt a psycho-sociological account of how moral beliefs 
are generated which makes no mention of moral &cts. 

2. Therefore, moral facts are not part of the best explanation of moral beliefs. 

We caimot accept this inference because we don't think that the following inference with a 

parallel structure holds; 

1. We have every reason to adopt a psycho-sociological account of how scientific 
belief are generated which makes no mention of scientific &cts. 

2. Therefore, scientific facts are not part of the best explanation of scientific beliefs. 
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We do not think this latter inference holds because we ^ have every reason to adopt a 

psycho-sociological account of how scientific beliefs are generated which makes no men

tion of scientific facts but we still think that we are justified in positing such &cts. Again, 

consider the scientist's belief'There goes a proton.' We can explain this belief by adverting 

to the social practices involved in her education. Her trainii^ has led her to think that a 

proton goes by every time a measuring device registers in a particular way. We can ex

plain her belief then, by appealing to her education, her psychological set, and to faas 

about measuring devices. Nowhere in this explanation do we mention facts about theo

retical physics."® 

Even though we have every reason to adopt such psychological and sociological 

accounts of the generation of scientific belief we think such explanations are compatible 

with there being scientific &cts of the matter. This shows that we do not think that the 

availability of a psycho-sociological account of scientific beliefs which does not mention 

scientific facts entails that scientific facts play no role in the best explanation of scientific 

beliefs; and, if we are to maintain this belief we must thereby conclude that the mere avail

ability of a psycho-sociological account of moral beliefs which does not mention moral 

facts does not entail that moral facts play no role in the best explanation of moral beliefs. 

But are we right to believe that we are justified in positing the existence of scien

tific facts given that th^ are not mentioned in the psycho-sociological account I have al

luded to? I think that we are. The reason that we are justified in positing scientific facts 

Brink makes this same point. (1989; 186-7). Brink has an interesting discussion 
of Harman's claim on pages 182-97. 
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despite their not being mentioned in the psychological and sociological explanations of sci

entific beliefs is that these explanations are in some sense incomplete. These explanations 

can be supplemented by other lands of explanations that do not compete with the psycho

logical and sociological ones, and these supplemental eq)lanations might themselves refer 

to scientific facts.^ [f we can find a supplemental explanation that does mention scientific 

facts then scientific facts will figure in the best explanation of scientific belief after all. 

Let us see then how the psycho-sociological explanation of the scientist's beliefs 

might be supplemented in a way that refers to scientific facts, for this might shed light on 

how psycho-sociological explanations of moral and normative beliefs might be supple

mented in a way that refers to moral and normative facts. Take the case of the belief'A 

proton just passed through the bubble chamber*. Part of the psychological explanation of 

how the scientist concluded that there was a proton involved her having a certain visual 

impression of a measuring device. We can supplement this psychological explanation by 

asking how the scientist came to have the visual impression that she did. One likely sup

plemental explanation is that a proton really did pass by, which caused the measuring de

vice to register as it did, which in turn caused the scientist to have the visual impression 

that she did. 

This causal explanation of the scientist's visual impression supplements, and does 

not compete with a psycho-sociological explanation of her scientific belief; the truth of 

one explanation does not provide a reason to think that the other is less likely to be true. 

49 I borrow the point about supplementation fi-om Brink (1989: 193). 
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Moreover, the causal explanation makes reference to a scientific fact of the matter, and 

this fact allows us to include scientific &cts in the best explanation of our scientific beliefs; 

thus, using Harman's principle of explanatory relevance we become permitted to posit sci

entific fiicts to help explain scientific beliefs. 

Once we realize that psychological and sociological explanations can be supple

mented by other kinds of explanations in the case of scientific belief we re-open the possi

bility that moral facts figure in the best explanation of our moral beliefs despite their not 

being mentioned in psycho-sociological explanations. All we need to do is to find a sup

plemental explanation that does make reference to moral &cts, and moral facts will be vin

dicated. I have not yet provided such a supplemental explanation. But, then again, the 

availability of psycho-sociological explanations of moral belief does not by itself provide 

any reason to think that this cannot be done; thus, without further argument it would be 

premature to conclude that there are no moral facts. 

A similar maneuver would temporarily defend the positing of normative &cts 

against the parallel argument designed to show we are not justified in doing so. The mere 

fact that we can provide a psycho-sodological explanation of how scientific beliefs are 

generated that does not mention scientific fiicts fails to show that we are unjustified in 

positing the existence of scientific &cts. Likewise, the mere fact that we can provide a 

psycho-sociological explanation of how normative beliefs are generated that does not 

mention normative &cts fails to show that we are unjustified in positing the existence of 
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normative facts; there might be a supplemental explanation which makes reference to nor

mative facts. 

How then might the opponent of normative facts proceed to show that normative 

facts do not figure in any supplemental explanation of our normative belief and thus show 

that we are unjustified in positing such facts? I can anticipate two ways that he might at

tempt to do this. The first way is to try to completely supplement the psycho-sociological 

explanations of normative beliefs with an eqplanation that: i) does not refer to any norma

tive facts, and ii) cannot itself be supplemented by an explanation that refers to normative 

facts. This first strategy is adopted by Gibbard, and we will examine it closely in the next 

section. 

The other way that the opponent of normative facts might proceed is to provide a 

general argument that normative &cts, even if we supposed they existed, could play no 

role in any supplemental explanation of our normative beliefs. Harman pursues this strat

egy in a later paper and we will consider his argument in section IV. 
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5.3 Invoicing sociobioiogicai explanations against normative facts 
5.3.1 GIbbard's argument against normative facts 

In arguing against normative 6icts Gibbard adopts Harman's principle of explana

tory relevance: 

.. .1 speculated about how we come to have the normative belief we do, 
and in that speculation I cited nothing normative.. .In explaining why we 
make the normative judgments we do, I found normative &cts superfluous. 
. .Thus at the end of the argument we can conclude that.. .there are no 
normative fects. (1990: 121-2) 

Gibbard's argument is interesting in that it provides an explanation that supple

ments a psycho-sociological explanation of our normative beliefe but does not itself refer 

to normative facts. In the absence of a fiirther supplemental account which does refer to 

normative facts, we are to conclude that normative facts do not figure in the best explana

tion of our normative beliefs. 

Gibbard invokes sociobiology in order to supplement psycho-sociological explana

tions of our normative beliefs, tfis admittedly speculative account traces how human be

ings developed the capacity to have normative belief, and how this capacity leads us to 

have the particular normative belief that we do. Importantly, his account makes no men

tion of normative facts. 

His accoum of the origins of human normative capacities begins with the following 

observation: "[i]f there is such a thing as governance by norms, there must be psychic 

mechanisms that accomplish it, and we can ask about their biological fimction." (61) His 

observation, I take it, is non-controversial. If we have the capacity to reason according to 

norms then we must be able to point to some psychological mechanisms that govern this 
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reasoning. We can then ask the further question of what biological purpose such mecha

nisms might have. 

Thanks to Darwin we can inquire about 'biological fimction' in a naturalistically ac

ceptable way. Gibbard characterizes it as follows: 

Conditions that render certain characteristics of an organism 
fimess-enhancing are called selection-pressiires. A feature of an organism 
that results from a history of selection pressures favoring that feature is 
called an adaptation. An adaptation is thus a feature that comes to 
predominate in a population because it has contributed to reproductive 
success in historical environments. We can speak of systems in an 
organism that do various things, and something is a biological function of 
that system if the system's doing that thing constitutes an adaptation—if the 
system is adapted to doing that thing. (63) 

Given this naturalistically acceptable way of cashing out "biological function', we can safely 

inquire as to the biological function of our human normative capacities. What selection-

pressures (if any) are they an adaptation in response to? 

Gibbard's story is as follows: first, he notes that "coordinated expectations make 

for mutual benefit." (65) If you and I can coordinate our behavior then there are many op

portunities for us to do better at surviving than we would do singly or in competition. 

This fitness-enhancing result provides selection-pressures for mechanisms that provide for 

mutually beneficial coordination. More importantly, evolutionarily speaking, is that there 

were selection-pressures for such mechanisms in the environment of our human forbears: 

Conditions of primitive human life must have required intricate 
coordination—both of the simple cooperative kinds involved, say, in 
meeting a person, and of the kind required for bargaining problems to yield 
mutually beneficial outcomes. Propensities well coordinated with the 
propensities of others would have been fitness-enhancing, and so we may 
view a vast array of human propensities as coordinating devices. (67) 
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The first part of Gibbard's story, then, is the observation that there were selection-

pressures among our forbears favoring mutually benefidal coordination. The second part 

of Gibbard's story is the suggestion that the normative capacity of human beings is an &c-

ample of an adaptation that arose as a result of such selection-pressures. (64) This sug

gestion is attractive in that it is easy to see how our ability to follow norms allows us to 

coordinate our behavior in a fitness-enhancing way. For example, if both you and I be

lieve that We should meet here again at noon tomorrow* then we will be able to coordi

nate our behavior in an efiScient manner. Gibbard interestingly speculates that the rewards 

of such coordination to our human forbears explain how we humans came to have our 

normative capacities, and if true it would show that the biological function of these norma

tive capacities is to achieve such coordination. 

Let us grant that Gibbard's speculative account of the development of human nor

mative capacities is correct and thus their biological function is to coordinate behavior. 

What does this tell us about the existence of normative facts? Gibbard maintains that his 

sociobiological story completelv explains the normative beliefs that we have without any 

appeal to normative facts; "If the hypothesis holds good, we do not need normative facts 

to explain our making the normative judgments we do. Our making them is to be ex

plained by the rewards of coordination. To suppose there are normative facts is gratui

tous." (108) 

Now the mere fact that our normative capacities have the biological function of 

coordination would not show that we can do without normative facts in explaining our 
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aonnative belief. This is because we can provide examples where judgments of fact co

ordinate.'" For example, suppose you and I have agreed to meet at noon, and we both be

lieve that the clock on the clock tower reads 11:50. In that case the beliefe about the 

clock serve to coordinate our behavior. Note, though, that it is a fact that the clock reads 

11 ;50. This shows that judgments of facts can coordinate behavior, and thus the mere fact 

that the biological fimction of our normative capacities is to coordinate would fail to show 

that our normative beli^ do not represent matters of fact. 

Gibbard needs to provide an additional consideration to show that normative facts 

are not relevant to the eq)lanation of our normative beliefs. To do so, he must explain 

how we arrive at our coordinating normative judgments in a way that: i) does not refer to 

normative facts, and ii) cannot be supplemented in a way that refers to normative facts. 

He attempts to do this by considering how we arrive at the norms by which we reason to 

our normative beliefs. He offers the following: 

Normative discussion, as I have pictured it, will lead to the consensus [on 
norms of reasoning that] it does in virtue of various pressures on the 
discussants; different pressures on them will lead to different consensus 
judgments. This is a matter of what the psychic mechanisms that underlie 
normative judgment are adapted to do. There is no special kind of fact 
about the situations judged to which these mechanisms are adapted to 
produce a correspondence. (112) 

Gibbard's view is that we can explain how we arrive at our particular normative 

beliefs by referring to the norms of reasoning we use to generate those beliefs, ffis next 

step is to argue that we can settle on nearly a^ guiding set of norms given the right set of 

conversational demands and pressures. Our normative capacities are designed to achieve 

^ Gibbard repeatedly acknowledges this point. See pages 108 and 116. 
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mutually beneficial consensus, but with no regard to the particular consensus reached. If 

we are «q)osed to one set of conversational pressures, then we will accede to one sort of 

consensus and have one set of guiding normative principles; but, if we are exposed to an

other set of conversational pressures, then we will accede to another sort of consensus and 

have another set of guiding normative principles. 

This account of how people arrive at their guiding normative principles has a con

siderable amount of appeal. If it is correa then we can explain how people arrive at their 

particular normative belief by appealing to this sociobiological account and to various 

physical, psychological and sociological facts. An example might be usefiil: Upon hearing 

about a neighbor who planted a pipe bomb in a public square, a person thinks 'She had 

every reason not to do that.' What is the explanation of this person's belief? If Gibbard is 

correct we would explain as follows: As a result of the history of human evolution the 

person was bom with normative capacities that would lead him to adopt norms of reason

ing in response to environmental conversational pressures. As the person grew up, he was 

exposed to conversational pressures that deemed terrorist activities as completely irra

tional and thus given his normative capacities he adopted norms that viewed them as such. 

Upon hearing of his neighbor's planting of the pipe bomb he immediately concluded that 

she had every reason not to do that. 

We seem, then, to have completely explained the person's belief without having 

made any reference to normative &cts; and, lacking a way to supplement this explanation 

in a way that does refer to normative &cts we must conclude that normative facts play no 
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role in the best explanation of normative beliefs. Thus, we can see how Gibbard concludes 

that normative facts do not figure in the best explanation of our normative beliefs and we 

are thereby not justified in positing them. 

S.3.2 Criticism of Gibbard's argument 

In this section I want to show that Gibbard's sociobiological story does not close 

the door on normative fects in the way he thinks it does. In particular I will show how his 

sociobiological account might be supplemented in a way that does refer to normative 

facts. I will do this by demonstrating how we can provide a sociobiological explanation of 

our beliefs about theoretical physics that does not make reference to facts of theoretical 

physics. If^ then, we are to be justified in positing fects of theoretical physics we must 

supplement the sociobiological explanation in a way that refers to theoretical &cts. Once 

we discover this supplemental account it will point the way to how normative facts might 

figure in the explanation of our normative beliefs. 

First let us see how one can invoke Gibbard's sociobiological account in order to 

provide an explanation of a scientist's belief concerning theoretical physics. Consider the 

scientist who arrives at the belief'There goes an electron'. She does so by following scien

tific norms which she adopted because various conversational pressures led her to believe 

that they were the right ones. If she had been exposed to another set of conversational 

pressures she would have adopted a different set of scientific norms and very well may 

have reached a dififerent scientific belief 

By appealing to these scientific norms we can explain how the scientist arrives at 

her belief concerning theoretical physics: she forms a belief about the status of a scientific 
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instrument, and uses these scientific norms to reason therefi'om to the belief There goes an 

electron'. Nowhere in this explanation have we referred to an electron. We referred to a 

sociobiologicai theory, facts about sdentific training, and &cts about scientific instru

ments; again, we did not need to refer to electrons. 

Given this fact one might think that any appeal to &cts about electrons would be 

superfluous to the explanation of scientific belies in the same way that Gibbard alleges 

normative facts to be superfluous to the explanation of normative beliefs. But Gibbard 

doesn't think that &cts about electrons are superfluous; he states that "[n]o explanation 

without electrons will be complete and credible." (121) I agree; however, he does not 

specify hcfw fects about electrons are supposed to come into the explanation of beliefs 

about electrons. Without such an explanation we do not seem justified in positing the ex

istence of faas of theoretical physics. 

In order to provide a supplemental explanation of scientific beliefs that refers to 

things such as electrons let us recognize that we distinguish various ways a scientist might 

come to have the scientific norms of reasoning that she does. In particular we view some 

conversational pressures that scientists-in-training are exposed to as appropriate and oth

ers as inappropriate. Consider, for example, the budding scientist who is told by a teacher 

that she should fudge her data in order to maintain her ability to receive grants. We deem 

such a conversational pressure to be deeply inappropriate. On the other hand, consider 

the case where the scientist is told by a teacher that she ought to redo her experiment to 
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control for a factor she had not previously considered. This is a conversational pressure 

we do deem appropriate. 

What is the best «q)ianation for the way in which we distinguish between proper 

and improper conversational pressures in the formation of scientific norms? Although I 

cannot argue it fully here, I suggest that we make such distinctions on the basis that we 

believe appropriate conversational pressures to be truth-conducive whereas we judge in

appropriate pressures not to be so. '̂ 

This distinction between truth-conducive and non-truth-conducive conversational 

pressures will figure in the best «q)lanation of the generation of scientific beliefs in the fol

lowing way: Suppose a scientist is subjected to only truth-conducive conversational pres

sures in the formation of her scientific norms. We could then explain how she comes to 

adopt a set of truth-conducive scientific norms which she uses to reach reliable scientific 

beliefs. 

In explaining the generation of the scientist's beliefs in this way we make room for 

reference to facts of theoretical physics. To say that a scientist is employing reliable, trust

worthy norms is to say that these norms provide her access to a certain kind of truth, in 

this case facts of theoretical physics; alternatively, we think these norms are reliable be

cause we think they are sensitive to a realm of theoretical facts. 

Note what happens when we «q)Iain a scientist's belief "There goes an electron' by 

saying that she employed reliable scientific norms. By making reference to reliable 

An argument for this position would do well to follow Alvin Goldman's lead in 
"Argumentation and Social Epistemology". (1994). 
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scientific norms the explanation acknowledges that there is a realm of &ct that these 

norms are sensitive to, viz., &cts of theoretical physics. Thus, &cts of theoretical physics 

do figure in a supplemental explanation of beliefs about theoretical physics. They sneak 

in, so to speak, in the distinction we make between appropriate and inappropriate conver

sational pressures. This distinction allows us to inchide facts about theoretical physics in 

the best explanation of our scientific belief and thus allows us to comfortably posit their 

existence. 

Note that we do not likewise r^r to theoretical &cts (at least not in the same 

way) to explain the beliefs of improperly trained scientists. Someone who is subjeaed to 

inappropriate conversational pressures will tend to adopt unreliable norms of reasoning 

and thus will not be sensitive to the facts of theoretical physics; we can fiilly explain the 

beliefs of such a person without appealing to the truth of what he believes. For example, 

consider a "scientist" who is trained to believe that whatever his horoscope says is true. 

One day he forms a belief on the basis of an unconventional horoscope that reads Ten 

electrons passed through the bubble chamber in the last experiment.' Suppose that, by 

sheer accident, the horoscope turned out to be true. Despite this &ct we can fiiUy explain 

the belief of the scientist without making ref^ence to the truth of the scientist's belief. We 

do not think that his norms of reasoning are trustworthy, reliable, or sensitive to a realm of 

scientiSc &ct; thus, we cannot supplement a sociobiological explanation of his belief with 

one that mentions facts of theoretical physics. 
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Given this account of how facts of theoretical physics do and do not figure in the 

best explanation of scientific belief we now have the matenal to show how, even if Gib-

bard's sociobioiogicai account is correct, normative facts might figure in the best explana

tion of our normative belief. Let me be clear that my aim is not to prove that normative 

facts figure in the best explanation of our normative beliefs but rather to show that Gib-

bard's sociobioiogicai account, by itselfi provides us no reason to explain normative belief 

any differently than belief of theoretical physics. Thus, if we want to say that fects of 

theoretical physics figure in the best explanation of scientific beliefs whereas normative 

faas do not figure in the best explanation of normative beliefs it will have to be based on 

some consideration besides Gibbard's appeal to sociobiology. 

To show how one might invoke normative fects in order to explain our normative 

beliefs while at the same time accepting Gibbard's sociobiology I will focus on how norms 

of moral reasoning, a species of normative reasoning, can be viewed as sensitive to a realm 

of moral &ct, and thus moral fitcts can be invoked to explain moral beliefs. In order to 

show this we must do two thii^s; first, we must show that we distinguish between appro

priate and inappropriate conversational pressures involved in the adoption of one's norms 

of moral reasoning. Second, we must show that, for all that Gibbard says, we can make 

this distinction on the basis of reliability. If we can do these two things then we can show 

that, for all that Gibbard says, we have just as much reason to say that norms of moral rea

soning are sensitive to moral facts as we do to say that scientific norms are sensitive to 

&cts of theoretical physics. 
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The first task, which is to show that we distinguish between appropriate and inap

propriate moral conversational pressures, is easy to complete. Consider a parent who tells 

a child that she morally ought to do whatever is in her own interest. In this case we deem 

the parent's conversational pressure to be inappropriate. Now consider the case where the 

parent tells the child to consider how her actions towards others would make her feel if 

they were done to her. We would deem this an appropriate moral conversational pressure. 

On to the second task I suggest that the best explanation for the way we make 

these distinctions between appropriate and inappropriate moral conversational pressures is 

that we judge the appropriate ones to lead to the adoption of truth-conducive moral norms 

and the inappropriate ones to lead to the adoption of unreliable ones. Someone who as

serts a moral belief solely on the basis of what will profit her is not a good guide to moral 

truth. Someone else who asserts a moral belief on the basis of the golden rule, on the 

other hand, is often an ^cellent guide to the moral truth. 

Suppose that we do distinguish moral conversational pressures in this way. In this 

case we could show how moral &cts figure in the best explanation of the moral beliefs of a 

person who received a proper moral training. She would adopt norms of moral reasoning 

which would be sensitive to moral facts; and, given this sensitivity these facts would figure 

in the explanation of why the person has the beliefs that she does. And, as in the case of 

the improperly trained scientist, we wouldn't refer to moral truths to explain the moral be

liefs of people who had not received a proper moral training; their moral beliefs would not 

be sensitive to a realm of moral &ct. 
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This defense of the reality of moral facts depends on our distinguishing appropriate 

and inappropriate moral conversational pressures on the basis of reb'ability. Can we come 

up, though, with a better explanation of the way we distinguish these conversational pres

sures that does not make reference to moral or other normative &cts? One might theo

rize, for example, that we distinguish between appropriate and inappropriate moral 

conversational pressures in terms of the appropriate ones being ones that our community 

approves of — as opposed to being ones that lead to truth-conducive moral norms. 

Such an explanation of how we distinguish appropriate from inappropriate moral 

conversational pressures makes no obvious reference to moral or other normative facts; 

and, this might lead one to think that one can completely explain our moral belief without 

referring to normative &cts aiter all. But thinking about this account makes us wonder 

why we didn't provide such an explanation of the way we distinguish appropriate from in

appropriate scientific conversational pressures. Why didn't we postulate that appropriate 

scientific conversational pressures are those that the scientific community approves of^ as 

opposed to being sensitive to scientific truth? If we had adopted such an explanation then 

there would no longer be room for &cts of theoretical physics in the explanation of scien

tific beliefs. 

The burden thus shifts to those who want faas of theoretical physics to figure in 

the best explanation of scientific belief but do not want normative facts to figure in the 

best explanation of normative beliefs. They must not merely show that we can distinguish 

appropriate and inappropriate normative conversational pressures on some basis other 
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than reliability for we can also distinguish between appropriate and inappropriate scientific 

conversational pressures in this way. They must show in addition why it is reasonable to 

distinguish scientific conversational pressures on the basis of reliability, but that it is unrea

sonable to distinguish other normative conversational pressures in this manner. I have not 

shown that this is impossible to do, and I will examine one promising attempt to do so in 

the next section. What I will claim here, and this is the crucial point, is that Gibbard's so-

ciobiological story, even if correct, does not give us a reason to treat scientific and other 

normative conversational pressures dififerentiy; thus, by itself^ an appeal to sociobiology 

makes it no less &q)ianatorily powerful to posit normative &cts than scientific ones. 



133 

5.4 Can we trust our normative beliefs as a guide to normative facts? 
5.4.1 The Connection Test 

I now want to turn to the third and final argument I will consider that concludes 

we are not justified in positing the existence of normative facts. In a later piece, Harman 

(1986) refines his argument against the metaphysical acceptability of moral &cts. I will re

view this argument and show how it applies with equal force against normative &cts. 

Ifis argumoit turns on the relationship between having a scientific or moral belief 

and the beliefs being correct. He first considers the relationship between a scientist's hav

ing the belief'There goes a proton' and the case that a proton goes by. We can explain the 

connection as follows: the passing of the proton causes (through a series of instruments) 

sensory input which provides an indication that a proton has just passed; based upon this 

sensory input the scientist forms the appropriate belief Although the scientist might be 

mistaken in her observational belief we have a reason to expect that she might be right. If 

all goes welL, there really is a proton which causes sensory input which leads to the forma

tion of the correct belief 

Things are not quite as clear for the connection between moral facts and moral be-

liefe. Provisionally suppose that there are moral fects of the matter. How does the exis

tence of these moral facts explain your having the moral belief that you do? Is there a 

causal connection between the &cts and the beliefs? If not, then there must be some other 

connection; otherwise, you would have no reason to believe that your moral beliefs were 

any indication of the state of moral truth; without such a connection we risk making our 
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moral beliefs merely psychological and sociological curiosities; we would have no reason 

to take our moral beliefs to be indicative of a moral truth. 

Now what could serve as a proper connection between moral truth and moral be

liefs such that we could trust our beliefs as a guide to the moral truth?" Hartnan clearly 

believes that a causal connection would be su£5cient. But note that we need not require a 

causal connection to adequately explain the connection between moral facts and moral be

liefs. Harman's challenge is for the moral objectivist to fiimish a reason to expect that her 

moral beliefe reflect a realm of moral truth; if she can provide such a reason without dem

onstrating a causal connection between the two realms then so be it. 

What would an acceptable non-causal explanation look like? We might turn to 

mathematics for some inspiration. We might be willing to accept that there are knowable 

mathematical truths while at the same time acknowledging that these truths have no causal 

powers. The way we come to know these mathematical truths might then serve as a 

model for the epistemology of moral truth. 

Although mathematics may hold some promise is this regard there is an obvious 

danger in relying too heavily on the promise. This is because the same arguments that at

tack the trustworthiness of our moral beliefs also threaten the trustworthiness of our 

mathematical beliefe; our confidence in our mathematical belief is undermined to the 

' Note that we do not require our beliefs to be infallible in order to trust them. We 
merely require that we have reason to think that they are reliable guides to the truth. 

Indeed Harman suggests that moral realists might pursue this analogy between 
mathematics and ethics in order to defend moral objectivity. (1986; 67) 
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extent we cannot explain their connection to a realm of mathematical truth.^ Once we 

recognize this we realize that we cannot vindicate the status of causally inert moral facts 

by confidently pointing out the existence of causally inert mathematical f^s; instead, both 

causally inert moral wd mathematical facts are suspect until we can demonstrate a plausi

ble non-causal connection between reality and belief 

Harman's argument applies mutatis mutandis against the existence of normative 

fects. The challenge is for the normative objectivist, i.e. the person who maintains there 

are truths about what reasons agents have, to demonstrate some sort of connection be

tween normative belief and normative &cts. If no plausible connection can be demon

strated then it appears we must give up on the idea that our normative beliefs are a 

trustworthy guide to the normative truth. This would force us either into a complete 

skepticism concerning normative truths, or it would force us to reject the idea that there 

are normative truths at all. Neither option allows normative &cts to figure in the best ex

planation of our normative beliefs. 

Harman's argument thus purports to show that normative objectivism cannot be 

justifiably maintained (without complete skepticism) unless we can show how our norma

tive beliefs reflect a realm of normative truth in a trustworthy way. An adequate account 

of normative objectivism, then, must pass the following test on pains of epistemological 

unacceptability: 

The Connectioii Test: Can the theory adequately explain the connection 
between our normative beliefs and the normative facts it posits in such a 

" See Michael Dummett (1978: 203-4) for such an argument. 
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way that we can trust our normative belief as a guide to the normative 
truth? 

S.4.2 Constructivisiii as a Response to the Connection Test 

In this section I will examine a positive response to the connection test that draws 

from work being done in metaethics. In the next section I will show why this response is 

problematic. Finally, in the section following that I will venture another response to the 

connection test. 

In responding to the connection test let me begin with an observation; the problem 

that Harman is pointing out here is not unique to the task of providing an analysis of prac

tical reason. Rather the problem he raises applies to eve/y kind of philosophical theorizing 

that lacks a causal connection between the relevant kind of fact and belief.'̂  The problem 

is to explain how we can trust our intuitions about such basic concepts as morality, mathe

matics, logic, knowledge, justification, justice, truth and so on given that there is no obvi

ous causal connection between these concepts and our beliefs about theoL 

In a way, the normative objectivist is fortunate that Harman's point casts so wide a 

net. This is not because the normative objectivist can point to many prominent parmers-

in-guilt and claim that this is not his problem to solve; rather, the good fortune lies in the 

&ct that there is a great stock of philosophical theorizing from which one might look for a 

plausible response to the challenge. Indeed, I think that there are several promising pro

jects from far-flung fields of philosophical inquiry that should aid in responding to the 

55 For a nice discussion of this point see Alvin Goldman and Joel Pust (1997). 
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connection test. Two examples are moral constructivism and mathematical 

intuitionism/constructivism. I shall focus on the first project.^ 

The contemporary constructivist project in ethics began with a suggestion by 

Rawls in his Dewey lectures and has since been developed fi-om there." The basic idea be

hind moral constructivism is that truths about justice and morality are not truths about a 

realm that causally interacts with us; rather, they are truths about an idealized social order 

whose setup is determined by our intuitions about justice and morality. 

Rawls characterizes the project as follows; 

Kantian constructivism holds that moral objectivity is to be understood in 
terms of a suitably construaed social point of view that all can accept. 
Apart from the procedure of constructing the principle of justice, there are 
no moral facts. Whether certain facts are to be recognized as reasons of 
right and justice, or how much they are to count, can be ascertained only 
from within the constructive procedure..(519) 

Moral facts, then, are to be understood as a truths about a "suitably constructed social 

point of view". What the contractors would agree to are ipso facto facts about justice or 

morality. Truths about morality are constituted by truths about what the contractors 

would agree to; there is no further fact of the matter. 

Scanlon characterizes intuitionists as those who believe that: "there are no 
mathematical facts in the world 'outside of us', but that truths of mathematics are objective 
truths about the mental constructions of which we are capable. Kant held that pure 
mathematics was a realm of objective mind-dependent truths, and Brouwer's mathematical 
Intuitionism is another theory of this type (with the importam difference that it offers 
grounds for the warranted assertibility of mathematicai judgements rather than for their 
truth in the classical sense)." (1982: 105) 
" See Milo (1995); Rawls (1980); Scanlon (1982) 

One important difference between Rawls and the other two is that Rawls gives a 
constructivist account of justice, whereas the other two give a constructivist account of a 
wider morality. This difference is not relevant for our purposes here. 
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But what makes a given point of view suitable for the purposes of moral construc

tion? Rawls suggests that we look to the "fundamental ideas (latent in common sense) of 

freedom and equality, of ideal social cooperation and of the person..." (S20) To interpret 

only slightly, Rawls' suggestion is that a suitable process of moral construction is one that 

reflects our intuitive, common sense understandings of justice and morality. 

Famously, Rawls argues that the suitably idealized sodal point of view which best 

reflects our intuitions about justice is the "original position". In the original position hypo-

thethical contractors stand behind a "veil of ignorance" which prevents them from know

ing "their place in society, their class position, or sodal status,.. .[and] their fortune in the 

distribution of natural talents and abilities." (523) Further details are not important for our 

purposes. What is important for us to notice is how Rawls uses our intuitions about justice 

to help set up the veil of ignorance feature of the original position. The reason Rawls in

cludes the veil of ignorance in the setup of the original position is to model the idea that 

justice involves fairness, and thus "no one is to be advantaged or disadvantaged by natural 

contingencies or sodal chance in the adoption of prindples." (523) 

This shows us how it is possible to use intuitions about justice to help set up an 

idealized sodal arrangement, the original position, where the agreements that issue forth 

from this arrangement constitute truths of justice and morality. This moral constructivist 

project, then, shows us how intuitions about justice and morality can be trusted as a guide 

to faas about justice and morality. This is because in some important way moral &cts are 

constructed out of our intuitions—our intuitions guide us in the construction of a dedsion 
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procedure the results of which constitute truths about morality. Moral intuitions track 

moral truths because moral truths are constructed out of moral intuitions. 

Moral intuitions are to be trusted then for different reasons than physical observa

tions are. We trust physical observations as a guide to physical truths because we rea

sonably believe that the belief are caused by an independent world. On the other hand we 

trust moral intuitions as a guide to the moral truth, not because they are caused, but rather 

because moral truths are constructed out of moral intuitions. The grounds for the trust is 

different in the two cases; however, if the moral constructivist project is successful, the 

trust is equally warranted. 

S.4.3 Difficulties with the Constructivist Response 

Although constructivism holds some promise in its ability to provide an accept^le 

metaphysics for facts relating to justice or morality, there are peculiar difficulties with the 

prospect of its providing a metaphysics for facts relating to practical reason and (via con

ceptual connection) the Good. 

The problem that is special to practical reason and the Good arises when we con

sider someone who has intuitions about 'the Good' that vastly differ from our own; for ex

ample, we intuit that It is Good (i.e. choiceworthy) to act on moral requirements', 

whereas someone else might lack this intuition altogether, he might have the intuition It is 

not the case that it is Good to act on moral requirements as such.' 

How is the constructivist to interpret this apparent disagreement? One move 

would be to take it that we really are disagreeing about what is Good, and that we simply 

have inconsistent intuitions about what is Good. Taken this way the following problem 
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arises: we have no basis for saying that our intuitions are more trustworthy than our op> 

ponents'; that is, in constructing the &as about what is Good (and thereby about what is 

rational) we have no reason to exclude our opponents' intuitions from the pool of intui

tions from which we construct the Good. But if this is so then it will be impossible for the 

resulting theory of the Good to say anything about the Goodness of acting on moral 

requirements—our collective intuitions would be too divided on the issue—it would be like 

trying to construct a theory of justice where there is no overlapping consensus. The end 

result is that this constructivist strategy will not be able to yield any &as where there is 

any disagreements in intuitions; thus, the strategy will ^ to yield a determinate theory of 

the Good. 

On the other hand the constructivist might say that we and our (apparent) oppo

nent are not really disagreeing; rather, we are having intuitions about our notion of Good^, 

(that is, 'Good by our lights') and our opponent is having intuitions about Good^^ (that is, 

'Good by Ms lights'). If we make this distinction then we can explain why gyr intuitions 

reflect what is Good^, in a trustworthy manner; likewise, we could explain why our oppo

nent's intuitions are a trustworthy indication of what is Good^pp. This strategy is useful in 

other domains such as morality or mathematics. Consider someone whose primary moral 

intuition is; 'It is morally good to maximize my own pleasure no matter how this effects 

other people.' In this case I would be inclined to say that we and our opponent are both 

using the terms 'morally good' to refer to distinct concepts. His use of the terms 'morally 

good' would correspond to our use of the terms 'narrowly conceived self-interest'. 
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There are problems, though, with adopting this strate^ when it comes to the 

Good, or what is most choiceworthy. First, it makes the disagreement between us and our 

opponent merely apparent; but, we really do seem to be disagreeing about something, viz., 

what is Good in the sense of what is most choiceworthy. Indeed, this is what we are con

cerned about—what actions are most choiceworthy; and we are only derivatively con

cerned with what we take to be Good, that is Good by our lights, or Good^^. 

The main problem, then, is this; on this latter strate^ we can account for the 

trustworthiness of our intuitions about practical reason only by reworking the conceptual 

connection between oractical reason and the Good. I have maintained that a connection 

with a perspective-independent Good is one of the most important desiderata of a theory 

of practical reason; but, this constructivist strategy rejects the tight connection between 

practical reason and the Good; rather, it posits a connection between practical reason and 

Good^j, that is 'Good by our lights'. 

This problem, by itself does not spell the end of the constructivist strategy. It 

might turn out that we can make no coherent sense out of the notion "What is Good' that is 

independent of any particular perspective. In this case the desideratum of maintaining a 

connection between practical reason and a perspective-independent Good would best be 

left unfulfilled since it would leave us with no coherent sense of practical reason. 

But, and this is the important point, given the important connection between prac

tical reason and a perspective-independent Good, we should consider this constructivist 
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strategy only if we are convinced that we can make no coherent sense of a perspective-

independent Good. 

5.4.4 The Circular Repiy^^ 

In this section I want to cursorily examine a further response to the connection 

test. It starts by considering whether we have overestimated the connection test. The test 

asks us to furnish a reason to believe that our intuitions about practical reason reflect a 

perspective-independent truth about practical reason. But isn't such a reason readily avail

able? Consider the following: the reason that we have to trust our intuitions is that we 

have reason to think that we have been brought up well; that is, in such a way that we 

"track" perspective-independent truths; it is this proper practical training that gives us the 

epistemic right to trust our intuitions about practical reason. 

This response to the connection test will immediately raise a charge of circularity. 

We can only be justified in thinking that we have had a proper training, the charge goes, if 

we are antecedently justified in knowing what would count as practically reasonable. So, 

it is illegitimate to base our being justified about practical reason on our beliefs about the 

propriety of our upbringing. 

The charge of circularity appears very serious. Indeed, I think it should be taken 

seriously. But, notice that the theme of much of this chapter is that deep difficulties which 

appear in the justification of our belief in practical reason likewise appear in the justifica

tion of our beliefs about the physical and scientific world. Once ^ain I believe that this is 

the case. 

For this section I am greatly indebted to Joel Pust. 
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To see how the problem of circularity arises in the case of beliefs about the physi

cal world consider the following. We have many observational beliefs; that is, belief that 

are about an external world that we take to be the result, in part, of the octemal world 

causally impinging on reliable perceptors. For example, a person might have the belief "I 

see a desk in front of me." The beli^ takes an object, viz., an externally existing desk; and 

the person takes the belief to be the result of an externally existing desk causally interact

ing with her generally realiable visual perceptual system. 

But what reason do we have to believe that our observational belief are indeed the 

result of a causal interaction between an external world and reliable perceptors? It would 

be circular, of course, to use our observational belieft to infer facts about the external 

world and then to use those belief to demonstrate the existence of a causal connection. 

We cannot, as it were, reach outside of our belief and have untrammeled access to an ex

ternal world; that is, we cannot produce an a posteriori demonstration that our observa

tional beliefs really are reliable indicators of an external realitjr, nor is there a readily 

available a priori argument to this effect.^ 

Once again it appears that the epistemological worries about practical reason infect 

beliefs about the physical and scientific world as well. My purpose, though, is not to drag 

down the physical world with the evaluative one; rather, it is to show that the evaluative 

world is not so easily dismissed; and, it is to direct us to seek a solution to both skeptical 

worries in a systematic ^hion. 

® See for example Lehrer (1990) and his discussion of the "isolation argument". 
Also see Pollock (1986) and his discussion of the "problem of perception". 
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S.4.5 The Transcendental Response 

To fiilly respond to the skeptical worries raised in the previous section requires a 

dissertation in its own right.*" I cannot possibly hazard that there. But I can give a sketch 

of a reply: 

Why is it that we take our observational beliefs at face value? That is, why do we 

take our observational belief as a trustworthy indication of the states of an external 

world? If the suspicions of the last section are correct then we can produce no a posteri

ori or a priori demonstration to this eflfect. If we are to be justified, then, in this belief it is 

only because we can be justified in the basic presupposition that our observational beliefs 

reliably reflect an external world. 

This presupposition cannot be empirically or theoretically justified. It stands as the 

transcendental groimd of all our beliefs concerning the external world. '̂ This is not to say 

that the presupposition is correct. It is only to say that if we want justification to extend 

beyond knowledge of our own ideas to beliefs about an external world, then we must rely 

on this presupposition. 

Supposing that this is all correct then we should not be scandalized if we discov

ered that we can only trust our intuitions about practical reason if we presuppose that 

these intuitions are trustworthy. We cannot demonstrate empirically or theoretically that 

these intuitions reliably reflect a perspective-independent normative reabn any more than 

we can demonstrate that our observational beliefs reflect a perspective-independent 

60 

61 
My colleague Joel Pust is engaged in such a project. 
Cf Kant in the Groundwork (1785, chap. 3) and the second Critique (1788: 51-9). 
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external world. If there is to be any justification at all in the realm of practical reason, it 

must rely on the basic presupposition that there is a perspective-independent realm of nor

mative fact, and that our intuitions reliably reflect those &cts. 

Of course, presupposing that th^e is a perspective-independent realm of normative 

fact does not demonstrate that there is such a realm—or even if there is such a realm that 

we are sensitive to it. But, the same holds for our presupposing that there is an external 

world that causes our observational belief. Our presupposition does not demonstrate that 

there is an external world nor does it demonstrate that we are sensitive to it even if it in 

&ct exists. 

The lesson to be drawn here is that if we are to grant different epistemic status to 

normative beliefs and observational beliefs then we must do so for a reason.® And if we 

are to grant that observational beli^ provide insight into a realm of perspective-

independent facts, and we find no epistemicaliy relevant difference between normative and 

observational belief, then we must grant that normative belief also provide insight imo a 

realm of perspective-independent &ct. I do not take myself to have shown that there is no 

Pust (1997) makes this same point. He traces the point back to Thomas Reid and 
others. 

In addition: note that the connection test presupposes access to &cts about 
epistemic justification and ±us presupposes that some of our normative beliefs, viz., our 
epistemic ones, can be trusted. Perhaps this can be explained through a constructivist 
strategy, but, once we allow that we can be justified in trusting our observational beliefs 
we discover a particular epistemic &ct, viz., that a basic presupposition (that an external 
world is causing our belief) can stand as the ground of our being justified; and, once we 
allow this then we need a special reason to invalidate another presupposition's ability to 
ground our trust in our normative beliefs. I am suggesting that neither Harman nor 
Gibbard has provided this reason; nor, is there one readily available in the literature. 



relevant epistemic difference between normative and observational belief; but, the mere 

&ct that we believe one to have causal powers and the other to not does not provide a 

relevant difference. 

If a relevant difference can be demonstrated between normative beliefi and theo

retical belief then we will have found a reason to assert the existence of a perspective-

independent physical world and to deny the existence of a perspective-independent norma

tive realm; this in turn would justify adopting a version of perpective-dependent expressiv-

ism about practical reason. But absent such a demonstration it is entirely capricious to 

treat the two reahns differently. In Hilary Putnam's words, it would amount to nothing 

more than "an expression of a mood." (1990: 176) 
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S.5 Cooclusion 

In this chapter I have acknowledged my reliance on normative beliefe to help 

choose the correct theory of practical reason. I then examined two kinds of arguments 

which say that this is not a legitimate maneuver. The most pressing worry these argu

ments raised was that we have no reason to trust our normative beliefs as an indication of 

normative truths, and thus we cannot assign our normative belief any epistemic weight. 

I examined, and then rejected an appeal to a constructivist metaphysics as a way of 

demonstrating a trustworthy, non-causal coimection between normative belief and norma

tive fact. 

Finally, I suggested that we can, at best, presuppose that our normative beliefs re

flect a perspective-independent normative truth and that it is impossible to demonstrate 

that they in fact do; but, I suggested that this also holds true for our observational beliefs; 

that is, we cannot demonstrate that our observational beliefs reflect a perspective-

independent world; at best we can presuppose that this is case. 

I grant that one might show why it is reasonable to accept the transcendental re

sponse in one case, but not the other. However, absent such a demonstration I will take 

the perspective-independence of our normative intuitions at face value—and this permits 

me to rely on principle R and thus to adopt a perspective-independent theory like the vir

tue theory. 
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CHAPTER SEX: HOBBESIAN VIEWS 
ON MORALITY AND DELIBERATION 

6.1 Introduction 

In chapter two I claimed that there is a fundamental conflict of reason, viz., that 

we cannot provide a theory which fully accounts for the deliberative feature and the en

dorsement aspect of practical reason, while simultaneously maintaining our ethically im

portant attitudes in roughly the form that they are in. To make good on this claim it is 

necessary to show that deliberative theories of practical reason cannot capture the idnd of 

endorsement that the term 'rational' connotes while at the same time respecting the con

tours of our reason-laden attitudes. 

I based my claim to there being a conflict of reason on the following two points: 

(1) in order to capture the kind of endorsement that the term rational connotes while 

keeping our reason-laden attitudes roughly as they are, a theory must hold that it is always 

trrationai to violate certain moral requirements no matter the actual motives of the agent in 

question; e.g. a theory which did not show it to be always irrational to torture a child just 

for fun would be unacceptable; and (2) purely deliberative theories cannot deliver this kind 

of result. From these two points I concluded that we could not simultaneously satisfy the 

three main desiderata of a theory of practical reason; hence, we have the conflict of 

reason. 

In these next two chapters I will examine two kinds of arguments which purport to 

show that the second point is false; i.e., these arguments purport to show that purely 

deliberative theories can demonstrate it to be irrational to violate certain moral 
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requirements ao matters one's actual motivational state. The arguments come in two very 

different forms. In the next chapter I will look to Kantian arguments which hold that there 

is some formal feature which both deliberation and morality share; given this shared formal 

feature it is claimed that purely deliberatively rational action is by that very &ct moral ac

tion; e.g. Kant claims that both deliberation and morality share the formal feature of Hmi-

versality of law as such', and thus they are formally equivalent. 

In this chapter I will look to Hobbesian arguments which also hold that purely de

liberatively rational action will be in accordance with the demands of morality; but, these 

arguments do not rely on there being a shared formal feature of deliberation and morality. 

Hobbes, for example, relies on there being a widely shared fact about human beings—that 

they desire their own self-preservation—in order to generate the result that it is rational for 

human beings to behave morally. 

In this chapter I will focus on the work by David Gauthier as presented in his book 

Morals by Agreement. (1986) As ^ as I can tell, his theory represents the most sophisti

cated contemporary Hobbesian attempt to demonstrate the rationality of morality .*" I^ as 

I shall claim, there are significant flaws with Gauthier's argument then it will reflect poorly 

on other Hobbesian arguments; of course, though, any new Hobbesian theory will have to 

evaluated according to its own merits. 

In a nutshell here is Gauthier's argument: he argues that no matter one's contin

gent ends it is instrumentallv rational to adopt a certain disposition to cooperate with 

6i Another good recent work is Kavka (1986). 
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strategic partners; and, he contends that this disposition to cooperate mandates behavior 

that intuitively captures the idea of moral behavior. If he is right we may view the disposi

tion to cooperate with strategic partners as a bridge concept between rationality and mo

rality. One main question of this chapter will be whether this disposition can provide the 

appropriate bridge between rationality and morality. I shall argue that this is not the case. 
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6.2 The connectioiis between instnimental deUbcration and morality 
6.2.1 Gauthicr's theory 

In this section I will ecamine the connection Gauthier alleges to east between a 

purely deliberative rationality and morality. I will then argue that the connection he does 

demonstrate falls far short of that needed to dissolve the conflict of reason. 

In order to understand Gauthicr's arguments let us look at some the chief features 

of the preference based theory he adopts. Preferences have the following properties; for 

any two choice alternatives A and B, an agent either prefers A to B, B to A, or is indiffer

ent between the two. Preferences are also transitive: if an agent prefer A to B, and B to 

C, then she will prefer A to C. Given these two properties we may infer that given a set of 

choice alternatives there is some alternative (or set of alternatives to which the agent is in

different) that is preferred to all other alternatives. According to preference based theories 

(such as expected utility theory) an agent is rationally reqiiired to choose the most prefer

able alternative. 

There is some question for preference based theories of how to identify an agent's 

preferences. For our purposes, though, we need to make only minimal assumptions that 

are compatible with a wide range of theories of deliberation: first, we presume that an 

agent prefers more of an intuitively good thing to less, e.g. more money to less. Likewise 

we presume that an agent prefers less of an intuitively bad thing to more, e.g. less time in 

jail as opposed to more. 

Although there are other important features of preference based theories such as 

expected utility theory we have enough information to understand Gauthicr's arguments. 
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His project allegedly shows that there is a purely deliberative reason (indeed, an instru

mental reason) for anv agent to be moral regardless of the content of agent's particular 

preferences: 

We claim to demonstrate that there are rational constraints [on the pursuit 
of individual interest or advantage], and that these constraints are impartial. 
We then identify morality with these demonstrated constraints.. .(1986; 6) 

I offer the following reconstruction of Gauthier's argument. It is based loosely on Brink's 

reconstruction. (1992: 6) 

1. It is in each agent's interest to receive the benefits of systems of cooperation and 
restraint. 

2. The benefits of systems of cooperation and restraint are available only to those 
who maintain the appearance of cooperation and restraint towards strategic 
partners. 

3. The least costly means of maintaining the appearance of cooperation and restraint 
is by adopting the disposition to be cooperative and restrained towards strategic 
partners whom the agent judges to be cooperative and restrained. 

4. Hence it is in each agent's interest to adopt the disposition to be cooperative and 
restrained towards strategic partners whom he judges to be cooperative and 
restrained. 

5. This disposition just is the disposition to do what is moral. 

6. Therefore it is in each agent's interest to be disposed to act morally. 

6.2.2 niustrating with The Prisoner's DUeoEinia 

We can come to better understand the various steps of Gauthier's argument by 

looking to the prisoner's dilemma.'*^ Gauthier presents it as follows: 

Fred and Ed have committed (the District Attorn^ is certain) a serious 
crime, but some of the evidence necessary to secure a conviction is, 
unfortunately, inadmissible in court (the District Attorney curses the law 
reformers who make her task more difScult). She is, however, holding 
Fred and Ed, and has been able to prevent them fi'om being in a position to 
communicate one with the other. She has them booked on a lesser, 
although still serious, charge, and she is confident that she can secure their 

64 The story is attributed to A.W. Tucker. 
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convictioii for rt. She then calls, separately, Fred and Ed, telling each the 
same tale and making each the same of^. 'Confess the error of your 
ways—and the crime you have committed', she says, 'and if your former 
partner does not confess, then I shall convince the jury that you are a 
reformed man and your ex-partner evil incarnate; the judge will sentence 
you to a year and him to ten. Do not confess, and if your former parmer 
does, then you may infer your fate. And should neither of you choose to 
confess, then I shall bring you to trial on this other matter, and you may 
count on two years.' 'But what", says Fred (or Ed), 'if we both confess?' 
'Then', says the District Attorney, 1 shall let justice take its natural course 
with you—it's a serious crime so I should estimate five years', and without 
fiirther ado she leaves Ed (or Fred) to solitary reflection. (79-80) 

What is the rational thing for Fred (or Ed) to do in this situation? Let us suppose that 

Fred's primary concern is to minimize time in jail. He prefers one year in jail to two, and 

two to five, and five to ten. Given this structure of preferences Fred reasons as foQows: 

"If he [Ed] confesses, then I had better confess—otherwise Tm in for ten years. If he does

n't confess, then if I confess Fm out in a year. So whatever he does, I should confess." 

(80) Put another way, Fred sees that it is rational for him to confess no matter what Ed 

does. Likewise for Ed. Thus we see that if both Ed and Fred are rational they will both 

confess and each will get five years. 

This result is somewhat paradoxical in that Fred and Ed are both seeking to gain a 

&vorabIe outcome, but in doing so they reach a sub-optimal outcome. If they had both 

refi-ained fi'om confessing then they would have reached an outcome that both of them 

would prefer to the one they are rationally &ted to reach: they would each have received 

two years instead of five. 

We see that it is clearly in Fred's interest for Ed not to confess (and vice versa). 

One possible way to achieve this result is for Ed and Fred to agree, prior to getting 
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caught, to not confess. If Ed is disposed to honor such agreements it is in Fred's interest 

to make the agreement, whether or not he himself is so disposed. This allows us to under

stand the first premise in Gauthier's argument: 'it is in the agent's interest to receive the 

benefits of systems of cooperation and restraint.' In the prisoner's dilemma it is in Fred's 

interest to receive the benefits of Ed's cooperation and restraint. 

But how is Fred going to get Ed to cooperate? It is plausible to suppose that 

those disposed to honor their agreements will only do so if they expect their strategic part

ners to do the same. Thus, even if Ed is generally disposed to honor agreemems, but be

lieves that Fred is not so disposed, then Ed will not honor any agreement with Fred. We 

see then the idea behind Gauthier's second premise: "The benefits of systems of coopera

tion and restraint are available only to those who maintain the appearance of cooperation 

and restraint towards strategic partners.' ^Ed is disposed to honor agreements, it is in 

Fred's interest to appear similarly disposed. 

And how is Fred to gain the appearance of being disposed to honor agreements? 

Gauthier maintains the following: 'The least costly means of maintaining the appearance 

of cooperation and restraint is by adopting the disposition to be cooperative and restrained 

towards strategic partners whom the agent judges to be cooperative and restrained."^ If 

Gauthier is right about this third premise then it is in both Fred's and Ed's interest, prior to 

getting caught, to obtain the disposition to honor agreements and then agree not to con

fess if caught. 

^ This depends on Gauthier's assumption that human dispositions are translucent i.e. 
they can be guessed "not with certainty, but as more than mere guesswork." (174) 
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We can represent this choice with the following fwtastic scenario. Imagine that 

Fred and Ed, prior to getting caught, find some pills that dispose people to honor their 

agreements with others th^ have seen swallow the pill; once swallowed the pills are effec

tive, say, 99.9% percent of the time. If this were the case then it would be in both Fred's 

and Ed's interest to swallow the pOl in ±e presence of each other, and then to agree not to 

confess. In this way they would ahnost certainly avoid the sub-optimal outcome they both 

fear, i.e. that both of them confess and get five years, when it was available to them to 

only get two years each . We thus get Gauthier's first conclusion: It is in the agent's in

terest to adopt the disposition to be cooperative and restrained towards strategic partners 

whom he judges to be cooperative and restrained.' 

There are some difiSculties with Gauthier's argument for this conclusion.^ I am 

willing, however, to pass over these difficulties for the time being and accept the conclu

sion that it is rational to adopt the disposition to cooperate with one's strategic partners. I 

do this because I think that the chief difficulty with Gauthier's argument lies fiirther ahead. 

6.2.3 The moral disposition and the strategically rational disposition 

We have, for the sake of argument, accepted Gauthier's conclusion that it is ra

tional for an agent to adopt the disposition to be cooperative and restrained towards stra

tegic parmers whom he judges to be cooperative and restrained. Still even if we grant this 

conclusion we need not accept his ultimate conclusion that it is rational to be moral. This 

is because Gauthier's argument for the rationality of morality depends on the additional 

premise that this rational disposition to be cooperative towards strategic parmers just is 

66 Brink poses difficult challenges for premises two and three. See (1992; 6). 
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the disposition to do what is moral. In this section I will take a critical look at this premise 

and argue that it is &lse. Indeed, at best, Gauthier demonstrates that under certain highly 

contingent circumstances it is rational to be moral; but, in many everyday situations adopt

ing his conception of rationality will yield the conclusion that it is rational to be immoral, 

i.e. it is rational to systematically violate moral requirements.^ 

Gauthier is straightforward about his reliance on the premise that the disposition to 

be cooperative towards strategic partners just is the disposition to do what is moral; 

We claim to demonstrate that there are rational constraints [on the pursuit 
of individual interest or advantage], and that these constraints are impartial. 
We then identify morality with these demonstrated constraints, but whether 
their content corresponds to that of conventional moral principles is a 
further question^ which we shall not examine in detail.^ (6) 

In the following section we will examine in some detail whether the content of Gauthier's 

demonstrated constraints corresponds to that of conventional moral principles. My real 

concern, of course, will be whether th^r correspond to what we intuitively view as moral 

requirements, and not whether they fiilly capture the obligations of a demanding morality. 

6J1A Problems with Gauthier's identificatioa of the moral and the strategical^ 
rational dispositions 

The chief problem with Gauthier's argument for the rationality of morality lies in 

the premise that the disposition to be cooperative with strategic partners just is the dispo

sition to be moral. There are at least three major problems with this assumption. 

^ I discuss the difference between moral requirements and other moral demands in 
chapter three. 
^ cf 113, "[W]e may identify justice with the rational disposition to co-operative 
behaviour." 
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First, there are moral obligations, indeed moral obligations of a special urgency, 

towards those with whom we do not strategically interact. These include obligations to

wards the weak and severely handicapped, including obligations to the very young as well 

as to the infirm old. Such people are not in a position to materially benefit us and thus on 

Gauthier's theory they stand outside the domain of justice; but, I maintain, we are morally 

required to help create and maintain institutions and practices that support such people. In 

addition, there are similar moral requirements to help starving distant peoples with whom 

we do not interact in the normal course of affairs; we need to do something to see that 

such people are taken care oC although we need not sacrifice all our personal projects to 

do so. (Being like Mother Teresa is morally admirable, not morally required). 

Unfortunately, Gauthier's strategic egoism (to use Brink's phrase) cannot account 

for these important moral requirements. Brink writes: 

Noncompliance towards those with whom one does not strategically 
interact will be in one's interest. So if the wealthy and the talented have 
sufficient strength and resources so as to stand nothing to gain by 
participating with the weak and handicapped in a system of mutual 
cooperation and fisrbearance, then the strategic egoist can recognize no 
duties of mutual aid that the former have towards the latter. (1992; 6) 

We see, then, one important reason not to identify the rational disposition to cooperate 

with one's strategic partners with the disposition to act on moral requirements: the ra

tional disposition cannot account for moral requirements concerning non-strategic 

partners. 
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A second reason for rejecting this identification is that given Gauthier's conception 

of rationality, if a person is in a position to force others to do her bidding, then she has no 

duties of justice towards them. Again, Gauthier readily admits this result: 

In reconciling reason and morals, we do not claim that it is never rational 
for one person to take advantage of another,.. .never rational to comply 
with un^ practices. Such a claim would be false. We do claim that 
justice, the disposition not to take advantage of one's fellows, is the virtue 
appropriate to co-operation, voluntarily accepted by equally rational 
persons. Morals arise in and fi'om the rational agreement of equals. (232) 

This last line is important. Gauthier's demonstration that it is rational to become disposed 

to cooperate with one's strategic partners holds only if one's strategic parmers are roughly 

equal in power. It however, I were significantly more powerfiil than you, and I could 

harm you without danger of being harmed myself then it would not be rational for me to 

become disposed to cooperate Wish. you. I could then force you to work for my benefit 

without providing you any expeaation of a benefit in return. On Gauthier's theory, then, 

such oppression would not be immoral because morality just is the rational disposition to 

cooperate with equally powerful strategic partners. But this is an absurd result. Recall the 

examples of the knavish and calculating slaveholders in chapter 3. Our reason-laden atti

tudes presuppose that they have conclusive reason not to hold slaves; but, given their posi

tions of power, Gauthier cannot account for this result. 

Note that this result concerning the rational treatment of one who is in&rior in 

power shows up in Gauthier's intellectual predecessor's, Hobbes and Hume. Hobbes 

writes that: 

Seeing all men by Nature had Right to All things, they had Right every one 
to reigne over all the rest. But.. .it concerned the safety of every one, 
laying by that Right, to set up men.. .by common consent, to rule and 



159 

defend them: whereas if there had been any man of Power Irresistible; 
there bad been no reason, why he should not by that Power have ruled, and 
defended both himselfe, and them, according to bis own discretion. 
(Hobbes 1651:187) 

Hume concurs: 

Were there a species of creatures intermingled with men, which, though 
rational, were possessed of such inferior strength, both of body and mind, 
that they were incapable of all resistance, and could never, upon the highest 
provocation, make us feel the effects of their resentment; the necessary 
consequences.. .is that we.. .should not, properly speaking, lie under 
restraint of Justice with regard to them.. .Our intercourse with them could 
not be called society, which supposes a degree of equality; but absolute 
command on the one side, and servile obedience on the other... .as no 
inconvenience ever results from the exercise of a power, so firmly 
established in nature, the restraints of justice and property, being totally 
useless^ would never have place in so unequal a confederacy. (Hume 1751: 
190-1) 

One additional problem with the identification of the demands of the rational dis

position and moral requirements arises even if we assume that no person has the power to 

force his will on others. This problem arises from the fact that the outcomes of strategic 

interactions can be expected to be fair only if the starting points are themselves fair. 

(Gauthier 230ff.) Consider the following situation. I have lots of money and you have 

very little. You desire some of my money and I desire some of your labor. I do not have 

the power to force you to work for me, nor do you have the power to force me to give 

you money. 

In this case it does seem rational for each of us to become disposed to become co

operative towards each other. In this way you may get the money you desire, and I may 

get the labor I desire. However, there is an important reason not to consider this disposi

tion to become cooperative towards each other as the disposition to act upon moral 
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requirements. Consider the case where the explanation of why I have so much mon^ and 

you have so little involves some intuitiveiy un^ arrangement. Suppose that your ances

tors have been enslaved by mine for hundreds of years, and this explains why I have a lot 

of money and you have little. In this case the starting point of our bargaining situation is 

unfair even though the bargaining itself is procedurally &ir. 

From this not so fanciful example we see that a rational disposition to cooperate 

with strategic partners might really involve a rational disposition to acquiesce to an intui

tively unfair bargaining situation. We thus see another reason not to identify the rational 

disposition to cooperate with strategic partners with the disposition act on moral 

requirements. 

These three problems show us that given Gauthier's conception of rationality, at 

best there is reason to be moral in certain specialized circumstances—when one is involved 

in a strategic interaction with a partner of roughly equal power from an initial bargaining 

position that is intuitively fair. But it does not cover the situation of the knave or the 

mildly moral calculator as we described them above, for they are in positions to dictate un

fair terms to the slaves—e.g., work or get severely beaten. 

I take Gauthier's strategy for demonstrating the deliberative rationality of acting 

according to the requirements of morality to be the most promising Hobbesian strategy 

available. Given the deep problems with this strategy that I have rehearsed we must find 

some other way to reconcile the demands of instrumental reason and morality, or, we must 
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reject purely deliberative theories ia favor of some other theory which better accounts for 

our reason-laden attitudes. 
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6.3 Conclosion 

In this chapter I examined Gauthier's Hobbesian strategy for reconciling the de

mands of a purely deliberative rationality and morality. I showed that the strategy does 

not provide a sufScient connection to dissolve the conflia of reason. 

We stand, then, with the conflict of reason in M force. In order to resolve this 

conflict we might turn towards a Kantian strategy which posits that deliberation and mo

rality share enough formal features such that their demands are equivalent. If no Hobbe

sian or Kantian strategy succeeds then we must accept the fact that we can not fully satisfy 

all of our desiderata concerning a theory of practical reason. In the next chapter I will 

consider an important family of Kantian strategies, and argue that they also do not dis

solve the conflict of reason, ffl am right, then this goes some way in supporting my argu

ments in chapter two for a virtue theory of practical reason. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: THE PUBLIC 
NATURE OF DELIBERATION 

7.1 Introduction 

In chapter two I claimed that there is a fundamental conflict of reason, viz., that 

we cannot provide a theory which fully accounts for the deliberative feature and the en

dorsement aspect of practical reason, while simultaneously respecting our ethically impor

tant attitudes in roughly the form that they are in. To make good on this claim it is 

necessary to show that accounts of practical reason which appeal solely to correct delib

eration cannot capture the kind of endorsement that the term 'rational' connotes while at 

the same time respecting the contours of our reason-laden attitudes. And, I contended, 

any deliberative theory which could not show that it is always (or nearly always) rational 

to act upon some moral requirements would thereby be unacceptable. 

In this chapter we will look at an important strategy which purports to show that it 

is always deUberatively rational to act upon moral requirements. If even one implementa

tion of this strategy were successful in this task then we could further evaluate the theory 

to see if it fully captured the endorsement that the term 'rational' connotes. But, as I shall 

argue, none of the implementations successfiilly demonstrates the rationality of morality 

and thus my claim that there is a fundamental conJQict of reason will stand undefeated. 

The strategy we will look at in this chapter has the following two features: first, it 

holds that there is something essentially public or shared about practical rationality, it 

holds that it is a mistake to focus solely on an individual's thoughts and motives in order to 

determine what is rational for that individual. Second, it maintain that suitably publicly 
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justified action will be in accordance with the requirements of morality. Given these two 

features the strategy claims that it is always rational to act in accordance with the require

ments of morality. 

These public reason theories, as I shall call them, resemble other attempts to dem

onstrate the deliberative rationality of morality. In the last chapter, for example, we saw a 

Hobbesian strategy which attempted to establish a bridge concept between rationality and 

morality. That concept was the disposition to cooperate with strategic partners. Gauthier 

argued, unsuccessfully, that it was rational to adopt such a disposition, and that acting 

fi'om such a disposition would make one act in accordance with the requirements of mo

rality. Likewise, Kant's attempt to demonstrate the rationality of morality employs such a 

bridge concept. He ^ously argued that it is rational to act according to the Categorical 

Imperative and that action in accordance with the Categorical Imperative captures our 

idea of moral action. 

I see the public reason strategy as a version of a Kantian strategy to prove the ra

tionality of morality. Kant attempted to show that rationality and morality share the same 

formal features, viz., the universality of law as such, and thus that their requirements were 

identical. The public reason theories also attempt to show that rationality and morality 

share the same formal features, viz., publicity or sharability, and thus that their require

ments are identical. 

I shall not examine Kant's attempt in detail in this project. But, it will be instruc

tive to see why he is widely seen to have failed: it fails because it equivocates on two 



165 

different interpretations of the Categorical Imperative. Consider Thomas Hill on this 

point; 

The main problem, I suspect, is that Kant switched illegitimately between 
two quite different readings of his famous first formulation of the supreme 
moral principle. The first principle.. .[is what] a rational will with 
autonomy [must] accept and an obvious, though rather unhelpfiil answer 
will be "Act in such a way that you conform to laws, or rational principles 
of conduct, you (or any other rational being) accept independently of 
desire."... .But now the trouble begins when Kant treats the same first 
formula as identical with, or as emailing, a principle that one must act only 
on maxims which one can will as universal laws in the sense that it is 
(rationally) acceptable that everyone act on the maxim. This moves fi'om 
an undeniable formal principle to a dubious substantive principle; and 
despite all the brilliant aid Kant has received fi'om sympathetic 
commentators, I fail to see how this transition can be made legitimately.^ 
(1992: 121-2) 

I agree with Hill's basic complaint against Kant; however, a fiiU treatment of this point is 

itself a book length project and I cannot possibly adequately address it here. Thus, I will 

leave my discussion of Kant's attempt to reconcile rationality and morality with this unde

fended suspicion that the argument illegitimately rests on an equivocation. 

As in Kant's view the public reason theories posit a formal bridge concept between 

rationality and morality; in this case it is the public nature of practical reason.™ They at

tempt to show that rationality is essentially public, and that actions which are publicly jus

tified are thereby in accordance with the requirements of morality. 

In this chapter I will review the arguments of three theorists who can be inter

preted as employing the bridge concept of public reason in order to demonstrate the 

For some of the aid that Kant has received see Herman (1985). 
^ See Darwall (1983) for another Kantian attempt to show the formal identity of 
rationality and morality. 
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rationality of morality. Although these theorists point out important ways that practical 

reason is a public affair, I shall argue that each of these theorists ^s to fulfill the first of 

part of the strategy, i.e. each &ils to demonstrate the essentially public nature of rational 

justification in the manner necessary to demonstrate the rationality of morality. I shall also 

provide reason to think that th^ will ^ in the second task as well, although this will not 

be my primary concern. 

The first argumem for the public nature of practical reason that we will examine is 

that oflfered by Jurgen Habermas (1990) in "Discourse Ethics: Notes on a Program of 

Philosophical Justification". The crux of his argument is that every form of sociocultural 

life is geared towards maintaining action that is publicly justifiable. According to this view 

it is possible to abstain fi-om engaging in public justification only by withdrawing fi-om all 

forms of sociocultural life. 

The second two arguments are those offered by Elizabeth Anderson and Christine 

Korsgaard. Their arguments are similar in that they take practical rationality to be a mat

ter of achieving a certain kind of self-understanding. Th^ then both argue that the proc

ess of achieving this self-understanding is essentially a public affair. Their arguments for 

this latter point differ and I will consider each in turn. 
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7.2 Habemuu' Public Reason Theory 
7.2.1 Communicative Action and Strategic Action 

One way of stating Habennas' views about justification is that ail justification is 

necessarily public. To flesh this claim out let us first look at what it is for Habennas for 

something to be publicly justified. Ifis notion of public justification is captured by the con

cept of communicative action. Communicative action is a form of collective action 

where "the participants coordinate their plans of action consensually, with the agreement 

reached at any point being evaluated in terms of the intersubjective recognition of validity 

claims." (58) A communicative action, then, is one where ^ people involved in a collec

tive action agree to the course of actiotL But not any sort of agreement will do. To see 

what sort of agreement is acceptable let us distinguish communicative and strategic 

action; 

whereas in strategic action one actor seeks to irtfluence the behavior of 
another by means of the threat of sanctions of the prospect of gratification 
in order to cause the interaction to continue as the first actor desires, in 
communicative action one aaor seeks rationally to motivate another by 
relying on the illocutionary binding/bonding effect (Bindungseffekt) of the 
offer contained in his speech act. (58) 

The agreement of communicative action, then, is in some sense fi'ee and unforced. The 

agreement is based on the exchange of reasons rather than on the exchange of incentives 

and threats. 

For Habennas a communicative action is the paradigm of a publicly justified ac

tion. It is publicly justified in that each participant in the collective action fi'eely agrees to 

the outcome. Habermas thinks that all justification is geared toward maintaining commu

nicative action, and our next task is to find out why. 
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7.2.2 Why engage in communicative action? 

Why should we attempt to achieve communicative action with others? Habermas' 

answer to this question is bold and puzzling. He says that it is impossible to avoid engag

ing in argumentation that aims for agreement with everyone afTeaed by an action: 

there is no form of sociocultural life that is not at least implicitly geared to 
maintaining communicative action by means of argument, be the actual 
form of argumentation ever so rudimentary and the institutionalization of 
discursive consensus building ever so inchoate.. .That is why the radical 
skeptic's refiisal to argue is an empty gesture. No matter how consistent a 
dropout he may be, he cannot drop out of the communicative practice of 
everyday life, to the presuppositions of which he remains bound. (100-1) 

Habermas' bold claim is that aU forms of sociocultural life are geared towards maintaining 

communicative action. If this is so then ail justification will be public in the desired sense. 

And if Habermas is also right that communicative action that has the participation of all af

fected by the action captures the idea of morality then he will have successfiilly used the 

bridge concept of communicative action to demonstrate the rationality of morality. In the 

next section I will concentrate on evaluating the first claim that all forms of sociocultural 

life are geared towards maintaining communicative action. If I show the claim to be un

founded then it will undermine Habermas' efforts to demonstrate the rationality of 

morality. 

7.23 Evaluation of Habermas' claim 

Is Habermas' claim that all forms of sociocultural life are geared towards maintain

ing communicative action plausible? I shall argue that taken in its strongest form the claim 

is certainly false, and that it remains &lse through several weakenings of the claim. Once 

the claim is weakened enough to become plausible, I shall argue, it will no longer possibly 

serve the purpose of showing the rationality of morality. 



169 

In its strongest form Habermas' claim is belied by certain degenerate, but all too 

real forms of sociocultural life. For example, consider the roving rapist and pillager. He 

takes from others without asking them for permission or listening to their pleas. They may 

test him to justify bis actions, and though he may understand their words he may refuse to 

accept their test. "Let me make this simple", he says, "give me what I want or [ shall kill 

you. I have no interest in providing you with a justification of my actions and even less in

terest in reaching agreement with you." 

As despicable as we may find such a person we must accept that his way of life is a 

form of sociocultural life. It is sociocultural in that it involves strategic interactions with 

other human beings. But it decidedly does not involve an attempt to maintain communica

tive action. Absent a demonstration that there is a hidden form of conmiunicative action 

occurring here we must reject Habermas' strong claim that all forms of sociocultural life 

are geared to maintaining communicative action. 

One might respond on Habermas' behalf that his original claim is stronger than 

necessary. We need not be concerned with the rapist/pillager. He has withdrawn himself 

from the game of justification. We are concerned, though, only with those forms of so

ciocultural life where people are involved in justifying their actions to themselves and oth

ers. Perhaps when we restrict our view to such forms of sociocultural life we may find 

that such forms are always geared towards maintaining communicative action. 

However, even this weaker claim is implausible. Communicative action is 

achieved "when the participants coordinate their plans of action consensually, with the 
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^eement reached at any point being evaluated in terms of the intersubjective recognition 

of validity claims." (58) There are times, though, when a person will not (and indeed 

should not) seek to maintain communicative action even when she is interested in justify

ing her actions to others. 

To see that this is so I will offer a situation where a person attempts to justify her 

actions to others without seeking to achieve an intersubjective recognition of the validity 

of her reasonings. Consider a person raised in a society that is "maximally homogeneous 

and minimally given to general reflection", a hypertraditional society if you will, that 

keeps a large group of people in oppressive, involuntary servimde." The practice is gen

erally accepted among both slaves and slaveowners because people realize that 'That's the 

way it has always been' and that counts as a conclusive reason for action in this hypertradi

tional society. 

Imagine now that our friend, a proto-philosopher, comes to adopt a critical stance 

to the norms and practices of her society. She begms to make the conceptual distinction 

between the ways things are or always have been from the way things ought to be. Upon 

adopting this critical stance she finds that the practice of slavery is deeply inconsistent with 

other ideals implicit in her society's practices. She tries to point out these inconsistencies 

to her fellow citizens, but they will hear no part of it. "Blasphemy!" they cry and refuse to 

engage with her. A few politely explain that the fact something has always been a certain 

way is a conclusive reason for keeping it that way. 

The term 'hypertraditional' as well as the preceding quote are from Bernard 
Williams (1985:142). 
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Imagine now that the proto-philosopher ascends to the throne and thereby gains 

the power to release the slaves. She does so and her fellow citizens bitterly complain, 

"Why have you changed from the old ways? This is not the way things have always been." 

Sensitive to their demands for justification she replies, "True, this is not the way 

things have always been. But these changes represent an improvement. They make our 

practices more consistent; indeed, it makes them better." Her fellow citizens, though, re

main unconvinced. She cannot convince her fellow citizens that it is right to free the 

slaves because, unlike her, they have not adopted a critical stance towards their society's 

practices, and cannot be led to do so through the norms that they accept—ailer all people 

never took the critical stance in the past and past behavior is what they take to be reason 

giving. Whenever she points to an inconsistency in a societal practice, the other people 

M to see this inconsistency as a reason to change; the reasons she offers for ending slav

ery do not appear to them to be good reasons. 

In this case we see a person who is very much mterested in providing a justification 

of her actions to others. But her interlocutors are not yet in a position to fiiliy appreciate 

the justification that she gives and thus there is no hope that there will be an intersubjec-

tive recognition ofher claim that slavery must be abolished. What then should she do? If 

her aim is to maintain communicative action then she must withdraw her claim about the 

abolition of slavery—she cannot hope to achieve intersubjective agreement on this point. 

Despite this &ct we can imagine that this proto-philosopher can (and indeed 

should) rid her society of slavery even though she has no hope of getting everyone to 
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freely agree with her actions. This shows us that there can be a form of sociocultural life 

where one is interested in providing justification of one's actions to others, but does not 

aim to maintain communicative action, i.e. does not aim to reach an imersubjective recog

nition of her claims. 

"Not so fest", someone objects, "these non-critical people of the hypertraditional 

society are sub-rational." If they were sufficiently rational then the proto-philosopher 

could aim to achieve commimicative action with them; but, since they are sub-rational, i.e. 

since they are not sufficiently appreciative of what coums as good reasons, the proto-

philosopher cannot hope to achieve consensus with them. 

With these thoughts in mind the objector will offer that we can weaken Haberraas' 

claim even further to exclude these people. The new claim is that all forms of sociocul

tural life where people are disposed towards justifying themselves to others, and everyone 

involved is sufficiently responsive to good reasons, will be geared towards maintaining 

communicative action. 

This new principle is considerably more plausible than the previous ones. How

ever, it is worth noting how much of a departure it is from t&bermas' original claim. Even 

if this new claim were correct, it would not show that all people engaged in justification 

would aim for agreement with all actual interlocutors. One would need aim for agreement 

only with epistemically rational people, i.e. only with those who are sensitive to real psy

chology- and perspective-independent reasons, and not just norms which are psychologi

cally accepted as such. 
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If we accept this new principle, then, we need an account of real perspective-

independent reasons. Perhaps such an account would support the conclusion that only 

norms which are in accordance with moral requirements would be able to be publicly Justi

fied. But, this depends entirely on the content of the perspective-independent reasons. 

And, importantly, since Habermas does not even consider perspective-independent reasons 

he has ofiered us no reason to think that perspective-independent reasons would have such 

a content; i.e. he has offered us no reason to think that even if a group of epistemically ra

tional people were to aim for rational ^eement th^ would necessarily agree on norms 

that are consistent with the requirements of morality. 

To illustrate this point imagine that we have an account of perspective-independent 

reasons which says that it is always rational for the stronger to ecploit the weaker. If this 

were the case (and I only assert that it might be the case for all that Habermas says) then a 

group of epistemically rational people will come to the fi'ee, unforced agreement that it is 

always rational for the stronger to exploit the weaker; for, every epistemically sensitive 

person agrees that strength entitles one to exploit the weak. But this is clearly a result 

which is inconsistent with the requirements of morality. Now, we certainly can imagine a 

set of perspective-independent reasons which would support the rationality of morality; 

however, and this is the important point, Habermas has not shown that we must adopt 

such a set. 

In summary, then, Habermas' claim that all forms of sociocultural life are at least 

implicitly geared towards maintaining communicative action is almost certainly false. And 
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oace we weaken the claim enough to give it plausibility we find it unable to support the 

conclusion that it is rational to act in accordance with the requirements of morality. For 

this reason we must deny that Habennas has successfully used the concept of communica

tive action to build a bridge between rationality and morality. 
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7.3 Korsgaard's Public Reason Theory 

In this section of the paper I will look at Korsgaard's arguments that attempt to 

show that practical reason is essentially public in nature, and thus practical reason is 

closely connected with morality. While there is much to be learned from Korsgaard's dis

cussions of practical reason, I shall contend that she does not demonstrate the public na

ture of practical reason in the way that she intends, and she does little to reconcile the 

demands of rationality and morality. 

7.3.1 Korsgaard and Reflective Consciousness 

Korsgaard (1996) develops her account of practical reason in a way that expresses 

her afi5nity with Kant's ethical program. She expresses this afSnity by cashing out rational 

obligation in terms of autonomy. (3.1.2) Her views on autonomy importantly differ from 

Kant's views so we should carefiilly distinguish them. Korsgaard differs from Kant in that 

she thinks that freedom "is to be explained in terms of the structure of reflective con

sciousness, not as the (possibly delusory) perception of a theoretical or metaphysical prop

erty of the self." (3.2.2) Since Korsgaard is not concerned with metaphysical properties of 

agents the prospect of determinism does not threaten her theory in the way it does for 

other theories. 

This structure of reflective consciousness which for Korsgaard constitutes freedom 

has several main features. The first is the ability of the free agent to distance himself from 

his mental activities and to call them into question; he needs to be able to step back from 

what he is doing and reflect on the worthwhileness of his actions. Once his actions are 

called into question the agent needs some way of settling what ought to be done, and this 



176 

leads us to the second main future of the structure of reflective consciousness. One 

might think that the agent should do whatever he desires; however, Korgaard observes 

that "[tjhe reflective mind cannot settle for perception and desire, not just as such. It 

needs a reason" (3.2.1) The second feature of the free agent, then, is that he acts on rea

sons, and not merely on impulses. 

We can discern the third feature of the free agent by ecamining Korsgaard's ac

count of what it is to act for a reason. Whereas Kant attempts to cash this out primarily 

by appealing to the "universality of law as such', Korsgaard invokes a different conception 

of reason to explain the structure of reflective consciousness: 

the reflective structure of the mind is a source of "self-consciousness" 
because it forces us to have a conception of ourselves. The conception of 
one's identity is to be understood as a description under which you value 
yourself. So I will call this a conception of your practical identity. It is the 
conceptions of ourselves that are most important to us that give rise to 
unconditional obligations. (3.3.1) 

From this passage we can see additional features of the structure of the mind of the free 

agent. This third feature is that the reflective structure of the mind forces us to have a 

conception of ourselves, or a practical identity. The fourth (and for our purposes the most 

crucial) feature is the claim that our conceptions of ourselves are what give rise to our ra

tional obligations. 

Let us illustrate how these features of the reflective mind interact; Take a given 

reflective agent about his daily business. From time to time the reflective structure of his 

mind forces him to step back and question the worthwhileness of his actions. The only ac

tions which will survive such reflective scrutiny are those that are backed by reasons. 
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where these reasons are generated out of the agent's conception of himself. In determin

ing the worthwhileness of his actions the agent compares his actions to those his idealized 

self would take. 

So, for example, an agent's reflective consciousness might force him to question 

whether or not he should be moral. To answer this question he must determine whether 

there are reasons to be moral, and thus whether his practical identity includes a moral 

identity. The reflective structure of his mind forces on him some conception of himself 

some description under which he values himself thus furnishing him the resources to per

ceive the worthwhileness of moral action, or any other type of action. 

Now, if these four features were the only things that characterized the reflective 

mind then it would be an open question whether or not a given agent was obligated by the 

demands of morality. One agent might discover that the practical identity forced upon 

himself through reflective equilibrium was that of a person solely out for narrowly con

ceived personal gain. Such a person would not (obviously) be obligated by moral reasons. 

Another agent, on the other hand, might discover that she centrally conceives of herself as 

a moral person. She would thereby be obligated by moral reasons. 

Korsgaard acknowledges the possibility that upon achieving reflective equilibrium 

one will find no reason to take the interests of other people into account; 

Consistency can force me to grant that your humanity is normative for you 
just as mine is normative for me. It can force me to acknowledge that your 
desires have the status of reasons for you, in ecactly the same way that 
mine do for me. It could still be true that I have my reasons and you have 
yours, and indeed that they leave us eternally at odds.. .We each act on our 
private reasons, and we need some special reason, like friendship or 
contract, for taking the reasons of others into account. 



178 

But, Korsgaard thinks that there is something wrong with this objection: 

In one sense, this last objection is correct. If reasons were essentially 
private, consistency would not force me to take your reason into account.. 
.The solution to these problems must be to show that reasons are not 
private, but public in their very essence. This would almost, although not 
quite, amount to showing that morality does not need a justification. 
(4.2.1) 

In this next section I will investigate why Korsgaard thinks that reasons are "public in their 

very essence". I will also evaluate her claim that if reasons were public then it would al

most amount to showing that morality does not need a justification. 

7.3.2 Korsgaard's Argument for the Publicity of Practical Reason 

Korsgaard offers many considerations to prod us towards the view that reasons are 

essentially public. For «cample, she runs a Wittgensteinian argument to the effect that rea

sons, like meanings, are public in their very essence.^ She also observes (in the unflatter

ing words of an imaginary opponent) "that human beings are very susceptible to one 

another's pressure. We tend to cave in to the demands of others." "But", she continues 

still in the voice of the opponent, "nothing I have said so shows that we really have to 

treat the demands of others as reasons^ (4.2.8) 

It is as this point that Korsgaard offers what I take to be her chief consideration for 

believing that reasons are essentially public: 

Consider an exchange of reasons. A student comes to your ofBce door and 
says: "I need to talk to you. Are you fi^ee now?" and you say "No, IVe got 
to finish this letter right now, and then Fve got to go home. Could you 
possibly come around tomorrow, say about three?" And your student says 
"Yes, that will be fine. ITl see you tomorrow at three then." 

^ For a different Wittgensteinian argument to reach the same conclusion see Susan 
Hurley's Natural Reasons 
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What is hapening here? On my view, the two of you are reasoning 
together, to arrive at a decision, a single shared decision, about what to do. 
And I take that to be the natural view. But if egoism is true, and reasons 
cannot be shared, then that is not what is happening. Instead, each of you 
backs into the privacy of his practical consciousness, reviews his own 
reasons, comes up with a decision, and then reemerges to announce the 
result to the other. And the process stops when the results happen to 
coincide, and the agents know it, because of the announcements ±ey have 
made to each other. 

These passages are offered as a reductio of the position that reasons are essentially pri

vate; but the argument needs fleshing out. Let us try to do so. 

The argument starts with an observation regarding how we reason together, in this 

case in a student/teacher relationship. First, note what the two parties do not do. They do 

not say "This is what is in my interest" and then bargain and negotiate from their inidai 

starting points to reach a mutually advantageous outcome; rather, they exchange reasons 

in order to reach a shared decision. They offer considerations and suggestions that they 

mutually recognize as acceptable. It is the exchange of these shared reasons which allows 

them to reach ^eement. 

The next step of the argument is the contention that such an exchange of reasons 

would not be possible if reasons were essentially private; rather, if reasons were essentially 

private then all interpersonal reasoning would resemble forms of bargaining. But this is 

not the case, so we may conclude that reasons are not essentially private. 

From this point Korsgaard suggests that reasons are not just potentially shareable, 

but rather shareable in their very essence. She does so by asking the following questions; 

But if you are really reasoning together, if you have joined your wills to 
arrive at a single shared decision — well, then that can happen, cant it? 
And why shouldn't it be what usually happens? Why shouldn't language 
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force us to reason practically together, in just the same way that it forces us 
to think together? (4.2.9) 

In this passage Korsgaard slides fi-om the observation that we sometimes reason 

together to the suggestion that we are forced to reason together. I see, however, no rea

son offered to follow her in this suggestion. StiU, there is something interesting in her ar

gument so I propose to explore it fiirther. 

7.3.3 Discussion of Korsgaard's publicity argument 

The most interesting part of the argument lies in its initial observation that there is 

a kind of shared reasoning that is different in kind from bargaining. We may liken this to 

the distinction Habermas makes between strategic action and cnmmnnicative action. Stra

tegic action is collective decision making that relies on bargaining. Communicative action 

is collective decision making that relies on mutual acceptance of justifications. 

Now what does the fact that we may share reasons in relationships such as 

student/teacher or friend/friend tell us about the publicity or privateness of reasons? At 

the very least it suggests that in order to have genuine forms of certain relationships, e.g. 

friendship, we may be committed to engaging in certain kinds of interactions and ex

changes. To have a true friendship may require that reason together with our friends in a 

certain way. Or, to have a moral relationship with the rest of humanity may force us to 

justify our actions in a certain way to other people. 

These are interesting points to ponder; but, even if one is committed to exchanging 

reasons in a particular way in order to be a part of certain relationships this still &lls far 

short of showing the rationality of morality. This is so for several reasons. First, there is 

no necessity that we engage in such relationships that require us to exchange reasons. 
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Like the rapist/pillager discussed above we can im^ine a person who only interaas with 

others in a purely strategic &shion. A fortiori we can imagine someone who does not 

have a moral relationship with the rest of humanity, and is not thereby required to reach 

agreement via the sharing of reasons with all other people. 

Second, there is nothing preventing a person from feigning to engine in such rela

tionships, e.g. pretending to be someone's friend but really only seeking to use him. In this 

way one can interact with other people without being overtly strategic, yet still not truly 

sharing reasons. A spy who befriends or seduces someone in order to get information 

would fall in this category. 

Finally, even if a person participates in some relationships that require the ex

change of reasons this does not commit her to engaging in a moral relationship with all 

other people. We can easily imagine, for instance, a person who is passionately devoted 

to friends and &mily, but cares little about the rest of humanity. Such a person would be 

obligated to exchange reasons with kith and kin, but not with people as such. 

Korsgaard acknowledges this problem when she says that: "It is imaginable that 

someone might stand in this relationship of shared life and deUberation with a few select 

persons while scorning humanity, and exercise the virtues of charity and respect only to

wards those few... .1 think that position is reflectively unstable, but it is still possible." 

(3.5.1) 

Korsgaard recognizes one more problem that threatens her attempted demonstra

tion of the rationality of morality. She acknowledges that someone may simultaneously 
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view herself as a finend and a moral person, but when the two identities conflict view her

self primarily as the friend. She says that "[t]here is no obvious reason why your relation

ship to humanity at large should always matter more to you than your relationship to some 

particular person... .1 believe that this is why personal relationships can be the source of 

some particularly intractable conflicts with morality." (3.5.1) 

On her account, then, there may be reason for a certain person to be moral as long 

as it does not overly burden a relationship with a particular person, perhaps a lover or a 

fiiend. But if there is a significant conflict between morality and the relationship with that 

person then she has reason to be immoral 

One final point. Korsgaard's introduction of relationships as the source of reasons 

is interesting. However, she fails to mention one particularly important kind of personal 

relationship that may be reason-giving, viz., the relationship that one has to oneself This 

relationship can easily dominate a person's life and identity to the point of swamping any 

other relationship one has to fiiends, &mily or the rest of humanity. Once we recognize 

the existence of this special relationship we see how far we are fi'om demonstrating the ra

tionality of morality for we have arrived back at the basic conflict between the demands of 

morality and those of a narrowly conceived self-interest. 
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7.4 Anderson and Public Reason 

In this section we will look at Elizabeth Anderson's (1993) arguments that practi

cal reason is essentially public, and thereby can achieve a degree of objectivity. Ander

son's considered position, I believe, is that even though practical reason can achieve a 

degree of objectivity there is no necessity for an agent to act on moral requirements. I 

hope to make Anderson's position clear in the foUowing: 

Her view of practical reason has many features in common with Korsgaard's. For 

example, she contends that "[t]o be practically rational just is to make sense of ourselves 

and our actions on the basis of reasons we can reflectively endorse." (65)" She later ex

pands: "We mdoe ourselves intelligible to ourselves by cultivating attitudes that make 

sense to us, by determining to act in accord with ideals we accept that have survived criti

cal scrutiny." (91) 

The affinities with Korsgaard's program are readily apparent. First, like 

Korsgaard, Anderson fixes on reflective endorsement as the type of deliberation that is 

most relevant to the generation of practical reasons. Second, Anderson takes reflective 

endorsement to be the source of reasons in virtue of its ability to provide a certain kind of 

self-understanding or self-intelligibility. This is reminiscent of Korsgaard who thinks that 

critical reflection provides a kind of "self-consciousness" or "self-conception". 

A third way in which Anderson's project resembles Korsgaard's is that she too ac

knowledges and is worried by the idea that it is an open question what a given person will 

reflectively endorse: 

cf Charles Taylor (1989) 
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My account of value thus hinges on its connections to our subjective states 
and contestable ideals. This raises the concern that... .there are no 
objective constraints on the ideals we could adopt that could rationalize 
taking up any attitude toward any thing. The choice of ideals is all a matter 
of taste, about which there can be no rational dispute. (91-2) 

Anderson is worried here that there are no constraints on what attitudes an agent might 

rationally adopt. She argues, though, that there certain objective constraints on rational 

action. One might be tempted to see in this argument a defense of the rationality of acting 

on moral requirements. I shall argue that this temptation is to be avoided. 

7.4.1 The process of objective justificatioii 

Anderson has a two-stage reply to the worry that there are no objective constraints 

on rational action. She starts by introducing what she calls an "objective practice of justi

fication". Objective practices of justification, as we shall shortly see, are practices that are 

public in their very nature. The second part of her reply is to show why we necessarily en

gage in such objective practices of justification. 

In the this section I will introduce what Anderson means by an "objective practice 

of justification", without evaluating whether it merits that title. In the nect I will look at 

her claim that we necessarily engage in such practices. I will then discuss to what extent 

her arguments support the rational necessity of acting on moral requirements. 

Anderson starts by asking "[w]hat would it be for a claim arising fi'om a process of 

justification to be objectively valid? An objective claim requires two things: the possibil

ity of error of deficiency (the mere fact that one accepts a claim does not make it true or 

valid) and a basis for fi'ee agreement by different people on the same claims." (93) 

She then proposes that: 
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a process of justificatioii is objective if its participants can reach significant 
agreement or progress on the matters under discussion when they adhere to 
norms like the following: All participants acknowledge the permanent 
possibility of a gap between their actual attitudes and judgments and what 
would be the most rational attitudes and judgments for them to hold. They 
acknowledge the equal authority of others to offer criticisms and proposals, 
giving them weight in discussion. For example, th^ may not dismiss 
others' criticisms out of hand or bully or belittle the people malring them; 
they must instead offer reasons for rejecting others' proposals and 
accepting their own. (A group counts a consideration as a reason if its 
members commonly acknowledge it as counting for or against proposals.) 
No one capable of participating in justification is excluded from it. 
Participants must be consistent: th^ must be willing to apply reasons in 
the same way to their own and others' proposals. Th^ are committed to 
making themselves mutually intelligible. This means that they aim for 
agreement or a common point of view and agree to work from common 
ground (mutually accepted reasons) toward resolution of their 
disagreements. Finally, the practice contains methods for introducing novel 
considerations as reasons and for criticizing what participants currently 
take to be reasons. (93) 

This characterization of an objective pattern of justification owes much to Habermas.'̂  

Anderson's notion is that an objective practice of justification is one where participants 

follow certain norms of argumentation importantly including the norm that they aim for 

agreement. 

7.4.2 Why engage in 'objective' practices of justification? 

After having introduced the concept of an objective practice of justification Ander

son asks a crucial question; "Why does it make sense to engage in practices of justifica

tion that have a potential for objectivity?" (94) To answer this question she proposes a 

"pragmatic account of how we can objectively justify our value judgments". (91) She 

elaborates as follows: 

The project of figuring out what is valuable is a project of 
self-understanding, of making sense of one's own valuings. This cannot be 

74 See the Discourse ethics piece, p. 86 ff. 
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a purely individual project, for the attitudes one has that transcend mere 
liking are partly constituted by social norms of appropriateness that inhabit 
the public space of reasons. One can make sense of one's own attitudes 
only by taking up a point of view from which others can also make sense of 
them. To refiise to criticize and justify one's attitudes is to withdraw from 
this space and, consequently, to deprive oneself of the capacity to have and 
express coherently any attitudes beyond mere liking. Because we do have 
attitudes that transcend mere liking, we can make sense of ourselves only 
by participating in practices of justification. (95) 

In order to understand her view here recall that she takes an agent's practical rea

sons to flow out of a quest for self-understanding. In this passage she argues that the pro

ject of achieving self-understanding cannot be a purely individual project, rather, in order 

to achieve self-understanding one must participate in what she calls objective practices of 

justification. This is because "the attitudes that one has that transcend mere liking are 

partly constituted by social norms of appropriateness that inhabit the public space of 

reasons." 

Anderson cashes out in two ways how it is that social norms partially constitute at

titudes that transcend mere liking. The first way is that if our goal is to, say, convey re

spect to another person, then we need access to socially recognized vehicles for conveying 

respect—we cannot convey respect to another (at least not usually) by ignoring her, sec

ond, and perhaps more importantly, Anderson's point is that attitudes such as respect are 

in part constituted by the publicly available reasons that make respect appropriate. Let me 

explain: 

Liking is an attitude that does not require justification. If asked, "Why do you like 

vanilla better than chocolate?", you may answer "I just do." Attitudes that transcend mere 

liking are ones that require justification. If asked, "Why do you resent her so much?", the 
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answer "I just do." will not sufiSce. Only particular sorts of reasons make resentment ap

propriate, and whim is not one of them. We could say similar things for respect. Respect 

is more than mere iikii^ and, one can justify one's respect of another only with particular 

sorts of reasons. 

So, if one aims to properly respect another person one must aim to justify oneself 

according to these proper reasons. If someone does not take these and only these publicly 

available reasons to be normative (i.e. reason-giving) then it is open to say that he does 

not possess the concept of respect. '̂ Thus, if we ask someone "Why do you respect her?" 

and he truthiiilly responds "Because she has an odd number of hairs on her head." then, 

assimiing that there is nothing more to his justificatory story, we should say that he is not 

properly employing the concept of respect. Respect is made appropriate by the existence 

of certain admirable qualities in the object of the respect; and, having an odd numbers of 

hairs is simply not one of these admirable qualities. 

The lesson here is that in order to be said to be properly employing the concept of 

respect (or any other attitude that transcends mere liking) one must accept as normative 

certain publicly available reasons. But, this point only goes so On Anderson's account 

there is no a priori reason to believe that any given person will find it rational to express 

respect to other people. What attitudes it is rational for a person to express depends on 

what attitudes she would reflectively endorse; and, I submit that many people will find it 

The reasons are publicly available in the sense that someone else could understand 
the reasons if they were offered. 
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rational to give the concept of respect little or no justificatory weight in their judgments 

about the most choiceworthy life. 

Indeed, Anderson recognizes this point when she points out that the norm of nor-

matively engaging with others on the basis of equality is one of recent historical origin. 

(95) Perhaps this norm makes sense for people like us now. But, Anderson points out, it 

is not rational for people or rational agents as such. 

Perhaps one might respond that while norms of equality and respect were not nec

essarily rational for people in the past they are rational for us given the fact that we were 

socialized at a time when the norms were ubiquitous. 

There is indeed something to this point. The norms of equality and respect have a 

deep and prominent role in our society; and, this &ct explains why many, perhaps most 

people have come to incorporate these norms centrally into their self-understanding. But, 

this &ct does not address the person who although repeatedly exposed to these norms 

comes to reject them when she engages in a process of reflective equilibrium. On Ander

son's account this person has no (direct) reason to adhere to these norms. We see, then, 

that her account doesn't make moral requirements a rational necessity even for people 

raised in a culture that emphasizes norms of equality and respect. From this we may con

clude that even if we need to adhere to objective patterns of justification in order in order 

gain a sense of self-understanding this does not lead to the results we need in order to dis

solve the conflia of reason. 



189 

7.5 Conclusion 

Our discussions of Habermas, Korsgaard and Anderson public reason theories 

shows us that we can accept that there are important social aspects to rational justification 

without accepting that these social aspects prove the rationality of moral requirements. A 

fortiori we can acknowledge these social aspects without accepting that public reason 

theories dissolve the apparent conflict of reason between deliberation, endorsement and 

our reason-laden attitudes. 

StilL, there many particular lessons that we have learned. First, we realized that ac

tual agreement with other interlocutors is not always an important desideratum. It is most 

important when we are engaging with those who are sensitive to real, perspective-

independent reasons; we do not need to aim for agreement with epistemically insensitive 

people who without further justification, say, take skin color to be a conclusive reason for 

treating a person one way or another. My claim is that we need an account of 

perspective-independem reasons; and, this is something that public reason theories simply 

do not provide. 

Another important thing we learn from the public reason theories is that there are 

important relationships such as between friends, a parent and a child, a teacher and a stu

dent etc., which are partially constituted by the sharing of particiilar type of reasons; for 

example, in order to engage in a genuine friendship one must conunit to reason with one's 

friend in a particular way—a way that one does not commit to reason with strangers. 

The moral relationship with all other people is one of these important relationships. 

But so too is the personal relationship one has with oneself It is an interesting question 
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whether one can withdraw from this relationship with oneself^ but it seems undeniable that 

one can withdraw from the moral relationship with the rest of humanity. Thus it appears 

that the public reason theories have best demonstrated the possibility of morality, but cer

tainly not its necessity. 

A third lesson from the public reason theories is that publicly available reasons 

constitute, in part, attitudes that transcend mere liking such as respect. In order to possess 

the concept of respect one must accept as normative certain publicly available reasons: 

but, we found that there was no a priori reason to believe that it will be rational for a 

given person to express moral attitudes such as respect. 

In summary, then, our social interactions with others play a large role in determin

ing what is rational for us to do; however, our investigation into the public nature of prac

tical reason has Med to show the universal rationality of moral requirements; thus, it has 

Med to resolve the conflict of reason. And, barring the provision of some other deUbera-

tive theory which establishes a bridge between rationality and morality we must address 

this conflia of reason head-on. 
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Baier, Kurt. 1958. The Moral Point of View: A Rational Basis of Ethics. Ithaca: NY: 
Cornell University Press. 

Boyd, R. 1988. "How to be a Moral Realist." In G. Sayre-McCord (ed.). Essays on 
Moral Realism. Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press. 

Brandt, R. B. 1979. A Theory of the Right and the Good. New York: Oxford University 
Press. 

Brink, David O. 1989. Moral Realism and the Foundation of Ethics. Cambridge 
University Press. 

1992. "A Puzzle About the Rational Authority of Morality", in Philosophical 
Perspectives, 6, Ethics, Atascadero, CA: Ridgeview Pub. Co, 1-26. 

Broome, J. 1990. "Should a Rational Agent Maximize Expected Utility", in The Limits of 
Rationality, eds. Cook and Levi, Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, pp. 132-45. 

Copp, D. 1991 "Moral Realism: Facts and Norms", Ethics, 101(3), 610-624. 

DarwalL, S. 1983. Impartial Reason, Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press. 

Darwall, S., Gibbard, A., and Railton, P. 1992. "Toward Fin de Siecle Ethics: Some 
Trends" The Philosophical Review, 10:1, pp. 115-89. 

Dummett, M. 1978. 'TIatonism", in Truth and Other Enigmas, Duckworth Press. 

Foot, Phillipa. 1972. "Morality as a System of Hypothetical Imperatives", reprinted in her 
Virtues and Vices. Berkel^: University of California, 1978. 

Frankena, W. 1973. Ethics. 2nd ed. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall. 

Gauthier, David. 1986. Morals by Agreement. Oxford University Press. 

Gibbard, Allan 1990. Wise Choices, Apt Feelings. Harvard University Press. 

Goldman, Alvin. 1994. "Argumentation and Social Epistemology" Journal of Philosophy, 
91(1), 27-49. 

Goldman, Alvin and Pust, J. 1997. "Philosophical Theory and Intuitional Evidence." 
[under review] 



192 

Habermas, J. 1990. Moral Consciousness and Communicative Action, trans. Lenhardt and 
Nicholsen, Cambridge, MA: MTT Press, pp. 43-115. 

Hampton, Jean. 1984. "The Moral Education Theory of Punishment", Philosophy and 
Public Affairs, 13: 3, pp. 208-38. 

1997. For the Sake of Reason. Cambridge University Press. 

^^are, R. M. 1952. The Language of Morals. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

1963. Freedom caui Reason. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Harman, Gilbert. 1965. "Inference to the Best Explanation.", Philosophical Review 
74:88-95. 

1975. "Moral Relativism Defended." Philosophical Review %5 : 3-22. 

1977. The Nature of Morality. New York: Oxford University Press. 

1982. "Critical Review: Richard B. Brandt, A Theory of the Good and the Right" 
Philosophical Studies 42: 119-138. 

1986. "Moral Explanations of Natural Facts—Can Moral Claims Be Tested Against 
Moral Reality?" The Southern Journal of Philosophy (1986) XXTV, Supplement, 
57-68. 

Herman, B. 1985. "The Practice of Moral Judgment". Journal of Philosophy, 82, 414-35. 
August. 

Hill, T. 1992. "Kant's Argument for the Rationality of Moral Condua" in Dignity and 
Practical Reason in Kant's Moral Theory. Ithaca: Cornell University Press. 

Hobbes, T. 1651. Leviathan, ed. C.B. MacPherson. New York: Penguin, 1968. 

Hume, D. 1739. A Treatise of Human Nature, ed. P.H. Mdditch. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1978. 

\15\. An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals. Indianapolis, Ind.: Hackett, 
1983. 

Hurley, S. 1989. Natural Reasons. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Kahneman, D. and Tversky, A. 1990. "Rational Choice and the Framing of Decisions." in 
The Limits of Rationality, edited by K. Cook and M. Levi, pp. 60-89. Chicago; 
University of Chicago Press. 

Kant, I. \l%S.Groundworkof the Metaphysics of Morals, trans, by H.J. Paton. New 
York: Harper & Row, 1956. 

1788. Critique of Practical Reason, trans, by Lewis White Beck. Indianapolis, Ind.: 
Bobbs-Merrill, 1956. 



193 

1797. "On the Proverb: That May Be True in Theory but Is ofNo Practical Use", 
trans. Ted Humphrey, Immanuel Kant: Perpetual Peace and Other Essĉ s, 
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