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DOES RATIONALITY EVER REQUIRE IMMORALITY?

Benjamin Sachs
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My goal in this work is to defend the claim that it is never the case that one ought, in a final sense, to do what one is morally forbidden to do.  My view, which I defend in Chapter 1, is that rationality is the final standard of behavior.  Consequently, my thesis can be put succinctly as the proposition that rationality never requires immorality.  This is the Moral Sovereignty Thesis.

The first question I seek to answer is which kinds of reason can give rise to requirements of rationality.  This is the topic of Chapter 1.  The intuitive view, which I take as my starting point, is that one is always rationally required to act on one’s strongest reason or combination of reasons.  On this view, any kind of reason can give rise to a rational requirement.  This position has come under attack of late by Jonathan Dancy and Joshua Gert, both of whom believe that only some reasons can do this.  However, as I argue, Dancy has no principled way of distinguishing the two supposed types of reason.  Gert, on the other hand, does have a principled way of picking out the reasons that cannot give rise to rational requirements, but his view is plausible only insofar as we are concerned with the rationality of persons.  My concern, however, is the rationality of actions. 

If I am right that all reasons can give rise to rational requirements, then the defender of the Moral Sovereignty Thesis appears to be in trouble so long as we ever have any reasons at all to refrain from doing what we are morally required to do.  My aim in Chapter 2 is to establish that we do, in fact, sometimes have such reasons.  I take, as my opponents, those theorists who believe that morality can be expanded in various ways to take into account whatever reason-grounding considerations there are.  I propose that, unless we are simply going to identify morality and rationality (which, I argue, we should not), on any plausible view morality is going to be blind to certain considerations.  For instance, I have reasons to create aesthetically valuable things and to believe what is true, but these considerations are rarely morally important.

If the arguments of the first two chapters go through, the defender of the Moral Sovereignty Thesis appears to be in trouble.  We sometimes have reasons to violate our moral requirements, and those reasons can give rise to rational requirements.  In Chapter 3 I look at various attempts to establish that such reasons, when they conflict with our moral requirements, do not in fact give rise to rational requirements.  The way this has been defended, historically, is by attempting to establish a close connection between morality and rationality.  The basic idea is that moral requirements are simply special instances of rational requirements, or that proper reasoning leads inevitably to moral imperatives.  This is the basic constructivist idea.  In this chapter, I criticize the versions of it offered by Kant, Stephen Darwall, Christine Korsgaard, and R.M. Hare.

Chapter 4 contains a novel attempt to establish that non-moral reasons, when they conflict with moral requirements, do not in fact give rise to rational requirements.  I argue that moral reasons are always incomparable in strength to non-moral reasons.  That is, there is no moral reason that is stronger than, weaker than, or equally as strong as some non-moral reason.  If this is the case, and it is true, as I argued in Chapter 1, that what rationality requires of us is that we act on our strongest reason, then rationality does not require anything of us in those cases in which a moral requirement (and the reason that grounds it) conflicts with a non-moral reason.  Thus, the Moral Sovereignty Thesis is true—we are never rationally required to violate a moral requirement.  However, it is also true that when moral requirements conflict with non-moral reasons, we are rationally permitted to violate the moral requirement.

I conclude, in Chapter 5, by discussing whether we can really afford to admit this.  I also address other objections to my view, and point out two of its strengths.  First, it explains the widespread intuition that, in the great majority of the decisions we face, there is more than one rationally permissible course of action.  Second, my position steers a middle course between the Humean and Kantian extremes in moral philosophy.  Like the Kantian, and in contrast to the Humean, I accept that doing as we are morally required to do is always rationally permissible.  Like the Humean, and in contrast to the Kantian, I can affirm that we are rarely rationally required to abide by moral requirements.
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Introduction

This work is about a familiar problem—the fact that there are many situations in which there appear to be very good reasons for behaving immorally.  These reasons can seem so compelling that we have little trouble imagining that sometimes we ought, in a final sense, to act immorally.  Kant famously attempted to show that something like the opposite is true: we always ought, in a final sense, to act morally.  My goal is to establish a less ambitious thesis, which I dub

The Moral Sovereignty Thesis: It is never the case that one ought, in a final sense, to violate a moral requirement.

A secondary goal of mine is to show how some classic defenses of morality’s sovereignty fall short.  In Chapters 2 and 3 I will take the defender of morality’s sovereignty as my opponent in order to demonstrate the inadequacy of these defenses.

To challenge the thesis of morality’s sovereignty, one would need to argue that there is a case that takes the following schematic form.  One is morally required (, but there is a non-moral reason to not-(, or to do something incompatible with (ing, and one ought, in a final sense, to act upon it.  The first step toward establishing that there are cases like this is establishing that non-moral reasons can ground ‘final’ oughts.  In Chapter 1 I will explain what the ‘final’ ought is and argue that all reasons can generate such oughts.  The next step would be to establish that we sometimes have non-moral reasons that conflict with moral requirements.  I will argue in Chapter 2 that this is, indeed, the case.  

The lesson from the first two chapters will be that we should concede that there are non-moral reasons to do not just non-moral, but positively immoral things, and that such reasons can ground final oughts.  The theorist who would challenge morality’s sovereignty now needs to take only one more step: she must establish that such reasons sometimes in fact ground final oughts.  Chapters 3 and 4 each contain an attempt to show that this step cannot be taken.  In Chapter 3 I review and criticize the extant arguments for the claim that moral requirements always override non-moral reasons.  Then I defend, in Chapter 4, the thesis that moral reasons are always incomparable in strength to reasons grounded in other normative standards.  This entails that non-moral reasons never override moral requirements.  And so in cases of conflict between moral requirements and non-moral reasons, it is never the case that one ought, in a final sense, to violate the moral requirement.  Therefore, morality is sovereign.  Just as surely, however, my incomparability thesis entails that moral requirements never override non-moral reasons.  In Chapter 5 I address the concern over whether we can really afford to admit this, and I also anticipate and respond to some objections to the incomparability thesis I advance in Chapter 4.

In the process of constructing a defense of the Moral Sovereignty Thesis, I encountered both in the literature and in conversations with other philosophers heavy resistance to the idea that what I just now called a “familiar problem” is even a problem.  Many theorists seem to be drawn to a view about the relationship between morality and rationality that would conceptually rule out such a problem.  The basic idea is that morality either is the final ought, or is like the final ought in that it takes all reasons into account.  In response I argue, in Chapter 1, that rationality is, and morality is not, the final ought, and in Chapter 2 I seek to establish that there are reasons that morality does not take into account.  If my arguments are successful, then there is nothing conceptually incoherent about the idea of being required, in a final sense, to do something immoral.  Furthermore, both in the course of living life and in the course of doing philosophy we come across situations in which we are at least somewhat tempted to conclude that this is the case.  I take these considerations as sufficient for establishing the existence of the “familiar problem.” 

Chapter One: The Platitude of Practical Reason

Four Clarifications

In this chapter I will defend the idea that it is in the nature of reasons to generate rational requirements.  Specifically, my claim will be that one always rationally ought to act upon one’s strongest reason.  Another way to put this is that rationality requires acting upon one’s strongest reason.  I call this claim the platitude of practical reason.  Before looking at the objections to the platitude, four clarifications are in order.  

1) As I explained in the Introduction, ultimately I am concerned with what we ought, in a final sense, to do.  By ‘ought, in a final sense’ I mean the same thing as what I take others to mean by ‘ought, all things considered’ and ‘ought, from the perspective of reason.’ However, for the bulk of this chapter I shall be discussing what we ‘rationally ought’ to do, and only at the end will I explain what the ‘final’ ought is and defend the claim that the rational ought, as I have described it, is the final ought.   

In this chapter I am going to take up only two objections to the platitude of practical reason—the objection that it is sometimes rationally permissible to act on a less strong reason and the objection that there can be reasons that don’t require.  It seems, however, that the platitude is open to three much more important objections:

The Instrumentalist Objection: Rationality requires nothing more than taking the most efficient means to one’s ends.

The Nihilist Objection: Reasons don’t exist, therefore no action is more or less rational than any other.  (Subjectivist and relativist versions of this objection are possible as well.)

The Humean Internalist Objection: Since reasons necessarily have the power to motivate us, and by definition we can be motivated to pursue only to seek those ends that are in our subjective motivational set, rationality requires nothing more than the relentless pursuit of such ends.

In response to the Instrumentalist Objection, I will simply stipulate that I am concerned with substantive, as opposed to instrumental (or procedural) rationality.  Now some theorists—Hume, most prominently—hold that there is no possibility of rationally praising or criticizing people’s behavior except insofar as they take, or fail to take, the most efficient means to the their ends.
 Against this sort of theorist I will simply beg the question by assuming that agents have reasons to pursue certain ends.  I will also beg the question against the Nihilist (and the Subjectivist and the Relativist).
 Finally, the Humean Internalist Objection is not actually an objection to the platitude of practical reason.  The Humean Internalist can admit that we always rationally ought to act upon our strongest reason.  She will simply argue, in the way suggested above, that the only thing we have reason to do is pursue the ends in our subjective motivational set.
 I will have much to say in Chapter 2 about what sorts of reasons we have, but I will not discuss the Humean Internalist position.  Thus, in some sense I am assuming that either Humean Internalism is false or all the varieties of reasons I posit in Chapter 2 are ones that meet the Humean Internalist constraint.

2) The platitude is to be understood as the claim that one always rationally ought to act in accordance with one’s strongest overall, as opposed to basic, reason.  A basic reason, I shall assume, is a fact that counts in favor of performing some action.
 Overall reasons, on the other hand, are not themselves reasons in addition to the basic reasons of which they are composed.  Rather, I use the term to refer to multiple basic reasons that count in favor of the same action.  So, for instance, my overall reason to go to the grocery store is the combination of the relevant basic reasons: my reason to get eggs, my reason to get milk, my reason to get bread, etc.

3) The need for a third qualification is best illustrated by an example Richard Joyce offers.  Suppose you are strolling down a San Diego street and, unbeknownst to you, a tiger has just escaped from the zoo and is creeping up behind you.  The ferocity of the tiger is a good reason to run away as fast as you possibly can—a reason that is certainly stronger than any countervailing reason, such as not wanting to break a sweat.  If you knew the tiger was behind you, and you didn’t run, we might say you were acting irrationally.  But suppose you are not aware that the tiger is on the loose, and because of this you don’t run away.  In such a case we wouldn’t accuse you of irrationality, because there is no reason you should suspect the danger.  But then, apparently, rationality does not simply require that we act on our strongest reason; whether one is aware of the reasons one has makes a difference.  Joyce’s suggestion is that rationality demands that we act on the strongest reason we are aware of or ought to be aware of.


Let us, then, consider a revised form of the platitude: one always rationally ought to act upon the strongest of the class of one’s overall reasons that one is or ought to be aware of.  We can accept this revised platitude of practical reason without altering the dynamics of the problem in any important way.  For the rest of the chapter I will take this qualification as understood. 

4) Reasons have other properties aside from strength: practicability (how easy it is to achieve the outcome the reason recommends pursuing) and insularity (to what extent acting on the reason makes it easier or more difficult to act on other reasons), to name two.  Intuitively, the extent to which the reasons for and against (-ing possess these properties makes a difference to whether one ought to (.  Yet I am assuming that the strengths of one’s reasons determines what one rationality ought to do, in those cases in which there is something one ought to do.  My way of defending this claim, given the fact that strength does not appear to be the only property of reasons relevant to what one rationally ought to do, is to draw a distinction between two meanings of ‘strength.’ The way it is normally used in the literature, the strength of a reason is the extent to which it counts in favor of whatever action it counts in favor of.  Call this sense of strength ‘strength1.’ On the other hand, we can understand strength as a complex property of reasons that a reason possesses to a greater or lesser extent depending on the extent to which it possesses other properties like practicability, insularity, and strength1.  Call this sense of strength ‘strength2.’ The claim that the strengths of one’s reasons determines what one ought to do is true if we interpret ‘strength’ as ‘strength2.’

I am going to assume for the rest of the work that reasons are comparable in strength2 if and only if they are comparable in strength1.  Let us look at the two parts of this biconditional separately.  One part is the following conditional: Reasons are comparable in strength2 if they are comparable in strength1.  Comparability in strength1 would guarantee comparability in strength2 just in case reasons are comparable along the dimensions of practicability, insularity, and whatever else, besides strength1, that determines their strength2.  At first glance it certainly does seem that all reasons are comparable in terms of practicability and insularity, but of course this is not enough to establish the truth of the assumption.  To establish its truth we would first have to enumerate all the properties that determine a reason’s strength2—a task I do not want to undertake.  I ask the reader to grant this part of the biconditional for the simple reason that it cannot possibly help me demonstrate that certain reasons are incomparable in strength2, which, ultimately, is what I am concerned to demonstrate.  If we grant this conditional, then in order to demonstrate that certain reasons are incomparable in strength2, I will have to demonstrate the these reasons are incomparable in strength1.  Chapter 4 is where I will try to demonstrate this, and I wish to be understood, in that chapter, as referring exclusively to strength1.  In the rest of the dissertation I assume it will be clear which sense of strength I am referring to.


The other part of the biconditional is the following conditional: Reasons are comparable in strength2 only if they are comparable in strength1.  In asserting that comparability in strength1 is necessary for comparability in strength2 I rely on (what I take to be) the general truth that if some dimension of comparison is complex, then for two items to be comparable along that dimension they must be comparable along every sub-dimension of that dimension.  In our case, the dimension is strength2 and one of its sub-dimensions is strength1.  There are exceptions to this generality only in those cases in which the items being compared are organic unities.  So, for instance, two outfits may be comparable in aesthetic value even if the shirts in the respective outfits are not comparable in aesthetic value.  But basic reasons, like overall reasons, are not organic unities.  And so two basic reasons cannot be comparable in strength2 if they are incomparable in strength1.

Satisficing

The platitude of practical reason fits most comfortably within a maximizing theory of rationality.  The alternative to a maximizing theory is a satisficing theory.  By way of explanation, suppose we have a standard of the goodness of actions.  The basic difference between a maximizing and a satisficing theory is that on the former kind of theory, one is rationally required to choose the action that is best with regard to that standard, while on the latter kind of theory one is rationally required to choose an action that is good enough with regard to that standard.
 The platitude of practical reason has the strength of the overall reason in support of the action as its standard, and dictates that one ought to choose the action that does best on that standard.  The satisficing alternative to the platitude of practical reason would be

S: If there is more than one course of action supported by an overall reason that is strong enough, then one is rationally permitted to perform any of those actions, and not rationally required to perform any particular one. (S=Satisficing Theory of Rationality)

As Thomas Hurka has pointed out, at the most general level there are two ways in which we might set our standard for what counts as an overall reason being “strong enough.”
 

Absolute Standard: Strong enough = def. meets some absolute standard of strength (i.e., must be at least X strong, where X is an amount of reason-giving strength).

Comparative Standard: Strong enough =def. reasonably close, in terms of strength, to the strongest reason one has.
 


Should we accept S as a theory about how reasons give rise to all things considered requirements?  It appears clear that, on an absolute standard, we should not.  There does not seem to be a reasonable answer to the question how strong an overall reason must be to count as strong enough.

While a comparative standard would yield a more plausible version of S, it is of no use for our purposes.  The reason we are calling the Platitude of practical reason into question is because we are interested in defending the sovereignty of morality, and we can succeed in that endeavor if we can avoid admitting that there are ever conflicts between moral and non-moral requirements.  But the truth of S in its comparative standard formulation, though it would falsify the Platitude of practical reason, would not cast doubt on whether there can be such conflicts, or even whether it is in the nature of reasons to give rise to requirements.  It is time, therefore, to examine another challenge to the platitude of practical reason.

Reasons that Don’t Require

In what remains of this chapter I will examine two very recent attempts to refute the platitude of practical reason.  Each one is an elaboration of the idea that there can be reasons which it is rational to set aside in one’s deliberation about what one ought to do, an idea that goes back at least as far as Thomas Nagel
, Joseph Raz
 and John McDowell
.
Gert and Purely Justificatory Reasons

The first theorist whose work I want to consider in this context is Joshua Gert.  As we will see, for Gert there is no such thing as the strength of a reason.  Therefore Gert can neither accept nor deny the platitude of practical reason.
 However, Gert does explicitly deny that it is in the nature of reasons to require action, so his work is relevant to the question we are trying to answer: Which reasons can generate requirements that conflict with moral requirements?

Gert has recently argued that there are two logically distinct roles that practical reasons fill—justifying action and requiring action—and that some reasons have greater strength in one role than they do in the other.
 This distinction is embedded within his account of what is required for a consideration to count as a basic (as opposed to derivative) reason, which runs as follows (79-80).

…a consideration is a basic reason if and only if:

(1) it corresponds to an intelligible object of human motivation

(2) it plays at least one of the functional roles (i) or (ii), and has constant strengths, and is comparable to all other reasons, within and across these roles

i. making it rationally permissible to do actions that would, without it, be irrational, or

ii. making it rationally required to do actions that would, without it, be rationally permissible to omit.

If a reason can fulfill role (i), then it is said to have justifying strength.  If a reason can fulfill role (ii), then it is said to have requiring strength.

I want to elaborate on conditions (i) and (ii), since they will be the focus of my discussion for now.  To use Gert’s example as an illustration of condition (i) (22-3): we would think it rationally permissible for someone to risk injury and death in order to save three or four people from severe malnutrition, whereas in the absence of this consideration (or some other consideration), risking injury and death would be considered irrational.  Therefore, this consideration—saving three or four people from malnutrition—meets condition (i).  To illustrate condition (ii), under normal conditions we would think it rational to choose not to eat apples.  However, a person who needed to eat apples to survive would be rationally required to do so, other considerations aside.  Therefore, the risk of death can require one to do something that one would otherwise be rationally permitted to not do, and therefore meets condition (ii). 

Gert’s next move is to argue that a single reason may have more strength in one role than it does in the other.  In support of this argument he offers the following case (103-4): suppose your two options are A and B.  If you choose A, you will be spared a month of annoying but not debilitating knee pain at the cost of $400.  If you choose B, you will suffer the knee pain but keep your $400.  You have a reason to avoid knee pain, and also a reason to keep your $400 (i.e., there is something else worth spending it on).  It would be possible to flesh out the details of this case (details about the importance of the other things on which you might spend the $400, for instance), such that it would seem that both options are rationally permissible.  This is because the justifying strength of the former reason (the extent to which the prospect of knee pain makes spending $400 on pain relief more permissible) exceeds the requiring strength of the latter reason (the extent to which the prospect of being able to spend that $400 on something else makes it less permissible to spend it on pain relief); and the justifying strength of the latter reason (the extent to which the prospect of being able to spend that $400 on something else makes hanging on to it more permissible) exceeds the requiring strength of the former (the extent to which the prospect of knee pain makes refusing to spend $400 on pain relief less permissible).  In short, each reason possesses an amount of justifying force that exceeds the requiring force of the other.  From this it follows that at least one of the two reasons has greater force in the justifying role than it does in the requiring role.
 And this is just the possibility that Gert wants us to concede: a reason need not have the same force in one role as it does in the other.

Now suppose that there were reasons with no requiring strength at all—“purely justificatory” reasons, to use Gert’s terminology.  It would then be false to say that it is in the nature of reasons to require action.

Gert’s argument for the existence of purely justificatory reasons begins with two appeals to intuition.  The first involves an imaginary case.  Suppose that you have $100, and instead of donating it to Oxfam, you spend it on a good bottle of wine.  We tend to think that the reason in favor of saving the lives of starving people is incredibly strong.  This explains why it is rationally acceptable to do the former instead of the latter.  Yet most of us don’t think that one is rationally required to donate the money.
 One explanation of this is that the reason in favor of saving the lives of starving people has little or no requiring strength (23).  And so we have a situation in which one is not rationally required to act on one’s strongest reason.

The second intuition to which Gert appeals is the intuition, shared by most theorists, that not all immoral actions are irrational.  He mentions Carlos Menem, the former president of Argentina, as a case in point.  Because Menem stacked the courts with his allies, there never was a realistic chance that Menem would be held accountable for his corrupt actions.  So, despite the fact that Menem had very strong reasons not to rule Argentina in the way he did, we wouldn’t want to call his behavior irrational (82-4).  Again, a good explanation of our response is that there can be reasons with little or no requiring force.

Of course, this is not the only explanation.  We might admit that the reason in favor of saving the lives of starving people, and the reasons against torturing and killing people, are strong by comparison to the average moral reason, and that the reason in favor of drinking a good bottle of wine, and the reason in favor of enriching one’s power, is weak by comparison to the average self-interested reason, but deny that there is any standard of strength by reference to which the two reasons may be compared to each other.  If this were the case, then the platitude of practical reason would be inapplicable, and thus we could explain our unwillingness to say that one rationally ought to send one’s money to Oxfam.  This is the sort of explanation I will be advancing in Chapter 4.


In any event, Gert needs more than an appeal to intuition.  What he proposes to do is construct an account of objective rationality which, if we accept it, requires us also to accept that there are purely justificatory reasons.  Before we examine the argument for the account, let us first look at the account itself:

An action is objectively irrational iff it involves a nontrivial risk, to the agent, of nontrivial pain, disability, loss of pleasure, or loss of freedom, or premature death without a sufficient chance that someone (not necessarily the agent) will avoid one of these same consequences, or will get pleasure, ability, or freedom, to a compensating degree. (141)

The feature of this account that is important for our purposes is that the account holds that consequences for people other than the agent (the extent to which the action affects their abilities or freedom, or causes them pleasure) can make an otherwise irrational action rational, but cannot make an otherwise rational action irrational.  And so other-regarding reasons—“altruistic reasons,” to use Gert’s terminology—are purely justificatory.

Gert argues for his account of rationality by establishing certain adequacy conditions on a theory of rationality—facts about the concept of rationality or our use of the relevant terms that any good theory of rationality must explain—and then arguing that something like his account is needed in order to meet these conditions.  There are eight such conditions.  I will discuss only the first, second and sixth, since, according to Gert, they are the conditions that force us to adopt an account of rationality on which there are purely justificatory reasons.

The Argument from the First and Second Adequacy Conditions

Gert’s first and second adequacy conditions, when combined, require that a theory of objective rationality must allow for the conceptual truth—or what Gert takes to be a conceptual truth—that rationality is the final normative standard (1-2).
 From this truth, certain other truths follow.

…it should be analytic that there can never be a sufficient reason or a compelling argument to perform an action that is understood to be irrational in this sense, and that there is in fact always a reason not to do it.  This gives some clue as to what we may mean when we say that an action is irrational in this sense.  We may mean that no one could ever sincerely offer anything as a sufficient reason for such an action….Now we are most often sincere in our recommendations when we are speaking with our friends.  Therefore, a good heuristic in thinking about what it is to regard something as irrational in the sense given by [the account of rationality on which the rational standard is final] is provided by keeping in mind that it should in general not be possible for anyone to recommend an action to a friend if one regards it as irrational, in this sense. (138)

From this insight about what it means for a normative standard to be final, Gert moves to his preliminary account of objective irrationality on which an action is irrational if and only if we could not understand someone sincerely recommending to someone else that he or she do it.
 Gert holds we cannot understand as sincere a recommendation to an agent that he or she perform an action that might likely cause him or her pain, disability or loss of freedom, unless such harms are compensated for by the action’s saving other people from such harms, or enabling them to enjoy the corresponding benefits (pleasure, ability, freedom), to a sufficient degree.  It follows that it is irrational to perform such actions.  And this is just what Gert’s account of objective rationality, which I gave earlier, says.  Further, as I have mentioned, on this account of rationality altruistic reasons cannot require action, and are consequently purely justificatory.

There is a move Gert makes early on in this argument that I want to call into question.  He claims that objective rationality’s finality has consequences with regard to what we can recommend.  Namely, one would never recommend to a friend, or anyone to whom one were speaking sincerely, that he or she perform an action that is objectively irrational in a final sense.  But it seems to me that, as a generalization, this is false.  Depending on the context, often when one asks for a recommendation one expects to receive, in response, a judgment that is partial.  By ‘partial,’ I just mean that such a judgment gives special weight to whatever considerations are important to the person requesting the recommendation.  Further, it is only because of this partiality that virtually no one can sincerely recommend to an agent that he or she perform an action that might likely cause that agent pain, disability or loss of freedom unless such harms are compensated for by the action’s saving other people from such harms or enabling them to enjoy the corresponding benefits to a sufficient degree.  By contrast, what one ought to do, in a final sense, is a matter to be settled impartially.  By ‘impartially,’ I mean without giving extra weight to any particular considerations based on who is affected by them.

Gert’s argument from the first and second adequacy conditions goes as follows.  First, objective rationality is the final normative standard.  Second, rationality’s finality is intimately related to what we can sincerely recommend that people do.  Finally, the recommendations that we recognize as sincere treat altruistic concerns as purely justificatory.  This gives us a good reason to adopt an account of objective rationality that builds in altruistic reasons as purely justificatory.  My objection was to the second step.  In most cases, when we seek a recommendation we are not seeking a judgment about what we ought, in a final sense to do.  If we were seeking such a judgment, then it would be inappropriate for the recommender to treat other people’s interests as purely justificatory when reasoning toward her recommendation. 

The Argument from the Sixth Adequacy Condition

Gert’s sixth adequacy condition on a theory of rationality is that it has to be able to make sense of the intuitive connection between irrationality and defective mental functioning.
 To call someone irrational is quite often to cast doubt upon whether that person’s mind is working properly in the sense that is relevant for moral responsibility, competence to give consent, etc. (5-6).  This concept of irrationality—the “mental functioning” sense, as Gert calls it—is distinct from the concept of irrationality in the “final normative standard” sense.  For this reason, Gert argues, we need two different accounts of rationality.  The one that corresponds to the mental functioning sense Gert labels an account of “subjective rationality,” while the one that corresponds to the final normative standard sense is labeled an account of “objective rationality” (153-4).  The account of rationality we have already looked at is Gert’s account of objective rationality.  His account of subjective rationality runs as follows:

An action is subjectively irrational iff it proceeds from a state of the agent that (a) normally puts an agent at increased risk of performing objectively irrational actions, and (b) has its adverse effect by influencing the formation of intentions in light of sensory evidence and beliefs. (160)

Gert arrives at this view by making several appeals to our intuitions, elicited through thought experiments, about what sorts of behaviors count as evidence against the proper mental functioning of an agent.  At the most general level, the point that the thought experiments are intended to convey is that a failure to take one’s own interests into account, when deciding what to do, constitutes evidence against one’s proper mental functioning, whereas the parallel failure with regard to others’ interests does not.
 Another way to put this is that a charge of subjective irrationality is appropriate when the agent treats self-interested considerations as having no requiring force, whereas treating altruistic considerations as having no requiring force is not grounds for a charge of subjective irrationality.  One way to account for all this, as Gert notes, would have been to build the distinction between the justifying and requiring force of reasons into our account of subjective rationality (160).  But this would have seemed ad hoc—the only thing such an account of subjective rationality would have had going for it would be that it fits our intuitions.  Moreover, it wouldn’t be clear how that standard could have any normative force—seemingly ad hoc standards are like that.   Ideally, we would like an account of subjective rationality to explain why self-interested and altruistic considerations play differing roles in our judgments of subjective (ir)rationality, and we should be able to see why we have reason to live up to that standard.  Well, why do they?  The reason for the differing roles of self-interested and altruistic reasons in our judgments, according to Gert, is that a failure to treat self-interested reasons as having requiring force puts us at increased risk of performing objectively irrational actions, while a failure to treat altruistic reasons as having requiring force does not.  This, of course, is because the account of objective rationality treats self-interested reasons, but not altruistic reasons, as having requiring force.  The reason we have to avoid doing subjectively irrational things is that when we do subjectively irrational things we are at greater risk of doing objectively irrational things, and we have (final) reason to avoid doing objectively irrational things.


Thus, Gert arrives at his account of subjective irrationality, given above.  We are now in a position to see how the sixth adequacy condition grounds an argument for the existence of purely justificatory reasons.  The sixth adequacy condition states that an account of subjective rationality must explain the connection between rationality and mental functioning.  A failure to take one’s own interests into account, when deciding what to do, constitutes evidence against the proper mental functioning of an agent, whereas the parallel failure with regard to others’ interests does not.  The best way to capture this fact in an account of subjective rationality involves having that account make reference to an account of objective rationality on which altruistic reasons are purely justificatory.  Therefore, the existence of purely justificatory reasons is built into the best account of subjective rationality.


The problem with this argument is that it instead of solving the ad hoc problem mentioned earlier, it just moves it.  Gert resists constructing an account of subjective irrationality that affirms that there is a difference in how self-interested and altruistic considerations give rise to requirements of (subjective) rationality because such an account would be ad hoc.  Instead, he chooses to adopt an account of objective rationality that affirms such a difference.  Doesn’t this make his account of objective rationality ad hoc?


It would, if Gert didn’t have an independent argument for adopting an account of objective rationality on which there is a difference in how self-interested and altruistic considerations give rise to requirements of (objective) rationality.  But, of course, he does—he has the argument from the first and second adequacy conditions.  However, that argument is flawed, as I argued earlier.  So we are still left with no non-ad hoc way to account for the apparent difference in how self-interested and altruistic reasons give rise to requirements of rationality.


Given this, we will have to settle for finding an ad hoc way to account for the apparent difference.  Now I have argued that we should not make room for this difference in an account of objective rationality, so we will have to do so in an account of subjective rationality.  What, then, are the constraints on an acceptable account of subjective rationality?  Gert gives us just one: it must make sense of the intuitive connection between irrationality and defective mental functioning.  Gert gives content to this by eliciting our intuitions about what sorts of behaviors are evidence of defective mental functioning.  Very roughly, such behaviors are precisely those that are objectively irrational on Gert’s account (154-60).  Gert’s account of objective irrationality builds in the difference in how self-interested and altruistic reasons give rise to requirements of rationality, so the best (albeit ad hoc) way to account for this difference is to implant Gert’s account of objective irrationality into his account of subjective irrationality:

An action is subjectively irrational iff it proceeds from a state of the agent that (a) normally puts an agent at increased risk of performing actions that involve a nontrivial risk, to the agent, of nontrivial pain, disability, loss of pleasure, or loss of freedom, or premature death without a sufficient chance that someone (not necessarily the agent) will avoid one of these same consequences, or will get pleasure, ability, or freedom, to a compensating degree, and (b) has its adverse effect by influencing the formation of intentions in the light of sensory evidence and beliefs.

The problem with this account of subjective irrationality—and this is a problem with Gert’s preferred account as well—is that, according to the account, subjective irrationality, an intrinsic property of an action, supervenes entirely on non-intrinsic properties of that action.
 It strikes me as terribly counterintuitive that the (ir)rationality of an action could have nothing to do with the intrinsic properties of that action.  Interestingly, the least drastic alteration of the account necessary to avoid this problem yields the following:

A person is subjectively irrational if she has a disposition that (a) normally puts an agent at increased risk of performing actions that involve a nontrivial risk, to the agent, of nontrivial pain, disability, loss of pleasure, or loss of freedom, or premature death without a sufficient chance that someone (not necessarily the agent) will avoid one of these same consequences, or will get pleasure, ability, or freedom, to a compensating degree, and (b) has its adverse effect by influencing the formation of intentions in the light of sensory evidence and beliefs.
This account of subjective irrationality is a standard for judging persons, not actions.  Gert’s mistake is thinking that there is anything subjective about the rationality of actions.  The rationality of persons, on the other hand, is by its very nature a subjective matter.


Suppose we were to accept this account of the subjective rationality of persons.  Would we then have any reason to accept that there are purely justificatory reasons?  The answer is that the account, on its own, provides no reason to do so.  On this account, being disposed not to act on altruistic reasons does not make a person irrational.  The question, then, is whether there could be any explanation for this aside from those considerations altruistic reasons being purely justificatory.  I think there is such a reason—Gert gives it to us.  He says that judgments of subjective rationality are connected with judgments about proper mental functioning.  Not being disposed to act on altruistic reasons does not license a charge of defective mental functioning.  This explains why the correct account of subjective rationality does not condemn being disposed not to act on altruistic reasons.


Let us turn now to another denial of the platitude of practical reason, one offered by Jonathan Dancy.

Dancy and Enticing Reasons

Dancy’s challenge to the platitude, contained in his recent book Ethics Without Principles, begins with a distinction between two roles that reasons play: favoring and ought-making.  Reasons can favor performing some action (the favoring role) and they can contribute to making it the case that we ought to perform some action (the ought-making role).  Dancy argues at length that there is no acceptable reductive or functional analysis of what is involved in playing these roles.
 So instead of defining them, he situates the favoring/ought making dualism among three other dualisms: the peremptory reason/enticing reason dualism, the practical reasoning/theoretical reasoning dualism, and the deontic reason/evaluative reason dualism.  The idea, it seems, is that if Dancy can help us understand these ways of categorizing reasons, and then tell us which kinds of reasons play which roles, we will come to understand what is involved in playing those roles.

Dancy grounds his distinction between favoring and ought-making in a distinction between thinking about what to do and thinking about what one ought to do, a distinction which maps onto the deeper distinction between practical reasoning and theoretical reasoning (23).  If a reason is relevant to the former sort of reasoning, it fills the favoring role,
 and if it is relevant to the latter sort of reasoning, it fills the ought-making role.  So if there were a reason that filled the favoring role but not the ought-making role, it would not be relevant to what one ought to do.  Now the platitude of practical reason dictates that one rationally ought to act on one’s strongest overall reason, where overall reasons are just conglomerations of basic reasons.  Suppose that one’s strongest overall reason is built exclusively out of basic reasons that do not fill the ought-making role.  One’s strongest overall reason would then not be relevant to what one ought to do.  But the platitude does not allow for this.  According to the platitude, one’s strongest overall reason is always relevant to what one ought to do; in fact, one rationally ought to act on it!  And so the possibility of there being reasons that fill the favoring role but not the ought-making role is a challenge to the platitude.

For Dancy, enticing reasons are, by definition, just such reasons.  Enticing reasons are to be contrasted with peremptory reasons.
 Peremptory reasons are those that fill both the favoring and ought-making roles;
 enticing reasons are the ones that fill only the former.  Specifically, Dancy claims of enticing reasons that “they never take us to an ought; it is not true of an enticing reason that if one has one of them and no reason of any other sort, one ought to do what reason entices one to do.” (21)
What sorts of reasons might fill the favoring role without filling the ought-making role—that is, what sorts of reasons are enticing?  Evaluative reasons, according to Dancy (24).  In order to understand what Dancy means by ‘evaluative reason’ one must first understand Dancy’s division of the normative realm into the deontic and the evaluative sub-realms.  The deontic part is concerned with right and wrong, and duty and obligation, while the evaluative part concerns what is good and bad.  Deontic reasons are connected with what we ought to do, and are all therefore peremptory (24).

Dancy does not clearly stake out a position on whether all evaluative reasons are enticing.
 As a matter of charity, however, it seems we should try to avoid attributing to him an affirmative answer.  In all the years of debate over whether certain considerations—deontological, teleological, aesthetic—have any bearing on what we ought to do, it has always been assumed that there is one sort of consideration that undoubtedly does: self-interest.  For something to be in my self-interest is for it to be good for me, and this connection with the concept of what is good for me puts self-interest squarely on the evaluative side of the evaluative-deontic reason dualism.  And if I have only evaluative reasons to pursue my self-interest, and all evaluative reasons are enticing, then I have only enticing reasons to pursue my self-interest.  It would then never be the case that I ought to.  But this is crazy.  For instance, we might tell a loved one or a close friend that she ought to eat more healthful foods, or take a vacation, or wait until that car goes on sale before buying it.
 Of course, if there are self-regarding duties, then we have deontic reasons to do some of the things that are in our self-interest.  But such duties, if they exist, surely cover only a small portion of those actions that we think we ought to do out of self-interest.

It would be better, therefore, to attribute to Dancy the view that only some evaluative reasons are enticing.

Figure 1.1: Four Interrelated Dualisms
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Figure 1.1 contains a Venn diagram that illustrates Dancy’s view, as we now understand it, on how the four dualisms interrelate.  Each oval represents a role.  The reasons inside that circle fill that role.  Horizontal bi-directional arrows represent a dualism, the vertical bi-directional arrow represents coextensiveness, and the unidirectional arrow between ‘enticing reasons’ and ‘evaluative reasons’ represents Dancy’s claim that all enticing reasons are evaluative reasons.  The dashed arrows from ‘evaluative reasons’ to ‘enticing reasons’ and ‘peremptory reasons’ indicate that there are evaluative reasons of both types.  Given this, if only some evaluative reasons are peremptory, then only some of them fill the ought-making role.  For this reason ‘evaluative reasons’ appears on the border of the ‘ought-making role’ circle.

If Dancy is to maintain that only some evaluative reasons are peremptory, while the others are enticing, the challenge for him will be to provide grounds for distinguishing those evaluative reasons that are peremptory from the ones that are enticing.  Surely, however, this will be difficult.  It seems odd to suggest that some reasons arising out of considerations of what would be good or bad can ground ought claims, while others can’t.  It is much more intuitively plausible to suggest that, rather than there being two kinds of evaluative reasons whose very nature is different, there is rather a continuum of evaluative reasons that range from the very strong (read: easily able to ground oughts) to the very weak (read: able to ground oughts only in the rare, or perhaps merely hypothetical, situation in which there are no other relevant considerations).
Dancy’s strategy seems to be to challenge the notion that trivial evaluative reasons could ground oughts—at least oughts as we standardly conceive of them.  Here is what he has to say:

One might allow that there is a weak sense of ‘ought’ in which one ought to choose the most enjoyable way of spending the afternoon, where no considerations other than pleasure are at stake.  But in this weak sense of ‘ought’, it might be both that one ought overall to choose this and that one is permitted not to choose it.
 And this is hardly a sense of ‘ought’ at all. (21, fn. 7)

Here Dancy seems to admit that all evaluative reasons, even the trivial ones, can ground oughts.  I have contended that this is a counterexample to Dancy’s claim that some evaluative reasons are enticing.  But Dancy, if this second reading of him is accurate, would counter that the oughts grounded by evaluative reasons are weak, in that one might permissibly violate them.


What kind of permissibility is Dancy referring to here?  Perhaps he is claiming that it is morally permissible to violate any ought grounded solely in evaluative reasons.  But this claim is both analytically and obviously true; surely Dancy was trying to say something more interesting.  Moreover, for our purposes such a claim is of little interest, since it is not a denial of the platitude of practical reason.


Alternatively, Dancy may intend to concede that it is rationally permissible to violate any ought grounded solely in trivial evaluative reasons.  In order to evaluate the truth of this claim, it would be helpful to think about a situation in which someone fails to (, where the only reason in favor of (-ing is a trivial evaluative reason, and there are no reasons to not (.  Adopting Dancy’s example, we might suppose that one has a reason to have an enjoyable afternoon, and then imagine the situation in which there are no opposing considerations.  The trouble, however, is that it is difficult, perhaps impossible, to imagine such a situation.  First, life is never this simple.  We always have reasons to act otherwise than we in fact act.  Second, the very idea of someone choosing for no reason at all to not have an enjoyable afternoon puts a heavy strain on one’s imaginative capacity, like trying to imagine what it would be like to be a bat.
 One’s mind can’t help but make the scenario more familiar by adding the presence of a reason not to have an enjoyable afternoon, such as preferring to mourn or do something productive, or having an obligation to do something else.


Now if one can’t actually imagine the situation, then one can’t have intuitions about it, and one is likely to simply offer as one’s supposed intuition what is in fact one’s answer to the corresponding theoretical question: Is one rationally required to (, where (-ing is supported only by a trivial evaluative reason and there are no reasons not to (? Our attempt to answer this question by appeal to intuitions has proved fruitless and left us with the task of tackling the question directly.  I took up this task, albeit briefly, earlier when I noted that it would be very strange to suppose that within a group of reasons all of which are grounded in the same considerations (goodness and badness, in this case), there are some that can ground oughts and some that cannot.  Reasons grounded in similar considerations should, it seems, behave similarly.  This reflection, no doubt, is inconclusive, but it is enough to place the burden of proof on Dancy.  Surely he has not yet met this burden. 


It remains unclear, therefore, exactly the sense in which oughts grounded solely in evaluative reasons are weak.  It seems Dancy ought to concede that all evaluative reasons can ground oughts in the everyday sense.  It follows that all evaluative reasons are peremptory.  The question then becomes, what reasons are enticing?  Dancy no longer has an answer.  But his challenge to the platitude of practical reason was predicated on the existence of enticing reasons.

Authority and Finality

Having defended the platitude of practical reason, I am now in a position to support some further claims about the relative authority of rationality and other normative standards.  First, though, I need to say something about what a normative standard is, and what authority is.  Let us define a normative standard as an ideal of behavior that we have reason to live up to,
 and the authority of a normative standard as the strength of its requirements.  It seems clear to me that the strength of a requirement is just the strength of whichever reason(s) ground(s) it.  (I will simply assume this to be true.)  Thus, if the authority of a normative standard is a function of the strengths of the reasons that ground its requirements, then the most authoritative normative standard’s requirements should be grounded by reasons that are at least as strong as the reasons that ground any other standard’s requirements.  The platitude of practical reason says that rationality’s requirements are grounded in the strongest reasons one has.  Therefore, rationality is the most authoritative normative standard.


This conclusion has implications for the notion of finality.  I take finality, like authority, to be a property of normative standards.  A normative standard is final just in case it makes no sense to ask whether one should violate its requirements.  Now questions about what to do are questions about reasons.  To ask whether one should violate a requirement is to ask whether there are reasons strong enough to justify doing so.  If, as I have argued, rationality is the most authoritative normative standard, then there are never reasons strong enough to justify violating a rational requirement.  Moreover, the argument of this chapter has been entirely conceptual, which means that it is a conceptual truth that there are never reasons strong enough to justify violating a rational requirement.  Therefore, it makes no sense to ask whether one should violate a rational requirement.  Consequently, rationality is final.

Could morality be final as well?  One way to establish morality’s finality would be to accept rationality’s finality and then establish the thesis that morality and rationality are the same normative standard—call this the sameness thesis.  The literature on this thesis is scarce and, I think, inconclusive.  I have found only three theorists who provide an argument for or against it.
 They each begin with the same two premises: The final normative standard is the one that takes all reasons into account.  So morality is the final normative standard if and only if it takes all reasons into account.  The disagreement among the three theorists is over whether morality does, indeed, take all reasons into account.  Robert Brandom
 and David Copp
 deny this, while Seana Shiffrin
 affirms it.  In the next chapter I will argue that morality does not take all reasons into account.  Moreover, the first premise—that the final normative standard is the one that takes all reasons into account—is quite appealing.  Therefore, at the end of the next chapter we will have in hand an argument against the sameness thesis.  We will be able to turn Shiffrin’s modus ponens into a modus tollens. 

In addition, we can take a more direct tack and question whether morality could be final.  First, we can run a sort of open question argument against the idea.  Suppose one is morally required to (.  This information, alone, does not seem to preclude the possibility of doubting whether one is required, in a final sense, to (.  The question remains open.  Now Putnam has argued that conceptual non-identity does not entail property non-identity.
 The concept ‘water’ is distinct from the concept ‘H2O’, yet the two corresponding properties are identical.  So the open question argument may not establish that the properties of being morally required to ( and being required, in a final sense, to ( are identical.  Nevertheless, it is reasonable to assume that the properties are distinct unless we can tell some story about how it could have come to be that the same property got subsumed under two different concepts.  In the case of water, there is a story to tell.  Some of the properties of water—its ability to quench thirst, its appearance in liquid, gaseous, and solid form, its necessity for the presence of marine life—were initially recognized by humans long ago and subsumed under the concept ‘water.’ Its chemical composition, however, is a rather new discovery.  Since the necessary and sufficient conditions of a concept do not change, water’s H2O-ness could not simply be subsumed under the concept ‘water.’ Thus, a new concept had to be formed.  Certainly there is no similar story to be told in the case of morality and finality.  No philosophical discovery was necessary for the formation of either concept.  On the contrary, it seems the distinctness of the concepts is a direct result of philosophical doubts about whether the class of morally required actions is coextensive with the class of actions that ought, in a final sense, to be done.  In fact, it is arguable that Aristotle, Bentham and Mill all subscribed to the idea that the two classes are coextensive, and this may explain their failure to clearly distinguish rationality from morality.

A second consideration against the sameness thesis is that our attitudes toward moral requirements diverge from our attitudes toward final requirements.  For instance, guilt is an appropriate response to the realization that one has knowingly done something immoral, but seems out of place as a response to the realization that one has done something that, in a final sense, one ought not to have done.  Another example is entitlement.  Arguably, sometimes one is entitled to another person’s (-ing in virtue of (-ing being morally required of that person.  But one is never entitled to someone’s (-ing in virtue of that person being required, in a final sense, to (.  More specifically, it is never in virtue of the fact that X, in a final sense, ought to ( that I am entitled to X’s (-ing, although there may be times when I am entitled to someone’s performance of an action which as it happens is the action that that person ought, in a final sense, ought to perform.  For instance, if Smith’s giving me an apple would both be in his self-interest (it would make him appear generous) and constitute the keeping of a promise he made to me, and there are no other relevant considerations, then it is true that Smith ought, in a final sense, to give me an apple, and I am entitled to his doing so.  However, suppose Smith has not promised to give me an apple.  If we hold constant the other facts about the case, it remains true that Smith ought, in a final sense, to give me an apple.  Yet I am not entitled to his doing so.

The combined weight of these considerations makes for a strong prima facie case against the claim that morality is final.

Chapter 2: The Three Appeals

The Strategy

In the last chapter I argued that it is in the nature of reasons, per se, to ground rational requirements.  A consequence of this is that any situation in which a non-moral reason conflicts with a moral requirement is a possible counterexample to the Moral Sovereignty Thesis.  The non-moral reason might ground a rational requirement, in which case one would be rationally required to violate the moral requirement.  The Moral Sovereignty Thesis holds that this cannot be.  In this chapter I want to establish that there are indeed non-moral reasons that conflict with moral requirements.  

Suppose, then, that we were confronted with a case in which there are two facts, N and M, where N appears to be a non-moral reason, M appears to ground a moral requirement, and acting on the apparent non-moral reason would be incompatible with acting on the apparent moral requirement.  For instance, Smith and Jones are thrown overboard in a shipwreck.  Smith has a life preserver, but Jones does not.  The water is choppy, and Jones will not be able to survive much longer treading water.  In this case, N is the fact that Jones’s life is in danger, and it appears to ground a reason for him to grab Smith’s life preserver.  M is the fact that Smith currently possesses the life preserver (and came to possess it in some morally acceptable way, we should assume), and it appears to ground a moral requirement on Jones that he not grab it. 

If one wanted to deny that moral requirements can conflict with non-moral reasons, then one would have to argue that in situations such as these, the appearance of moral requirement/non-moral reason conflict is not veridical.  And so there are exactly five claims one might make:

1) N is not a reason

2) N is a moral reason

3) M does not ground a moral requirement

4) M grounds a non-moral requirement

5) Acting on N is compatible with acting on the moral requirement M grounds


I am going to focus on cases in which claims 4 and 5 are not plausible, since it is uncontroversial that there are such cases.  In the life preserver case, for instance, the requirement on Jones that he not grab Smith’s life preserver is clearly a moral, as opposed to non-moral, requirement, and it is also obvious that Jones cannot both grab and not grab the life preserver. 

Our focus, therefore, will be cases in which, if M grounds a requirement at all, it is a blatantly moral requirement, and acting on that requirement is incompatible with acting on N, if N is a reason at all.  And now let us take up the other three claims.  The hope, for the defender of morality’s supremacy, is that in each of these cases at least one of these three claims (or ‘appeals’, as I will call them) will be successful.  This is the Three Appeals Strategy.

Some Preliminaries

My discussion of the three appeals in this chapter is going to presuppose a certain view about the structure of morality.  First, I am going to assume that there are moral reasons and I will continue to assume that reasons are facts.  So, for instance, the reason I have to eat is the fact that I am hungry.  Second, I am assuming a distinction between facts that are reasons and facts that enable reasons.  Suppose I promise George that if the light turns green, I will step on the gas.  Now suppose that the light turns green.  Everyone will agree that I have a moral reason to step on the gas.  But which fact is that moral reason?  As I said in Chapter 1, reasons are facts that favor a certain course of action.  Which fact counts in favor of my stepping on the gas?  It seems that my promise to George to step on the gas if the light turns green does so.  Furthermore, the fact that the light has turned green enables the fact of my having made a promise to favor my stepping on the gas.  If the light hadn’t turned green, the fact of my having made a promise wouldn’t count one iota in favor of my stepping on the gas.


I borrow the distinction between favoring and enabling from Jonathan Dancy.
 Dancy does not provide, nor can I see how one might provide, necessary and sufficient conditions for a fact to qualify as a favorer or enabler.  I will simply trust that the distinction is intuitive, and that in the great majority of cases in which we know someone has a reason to ( we will be able to distinguish between the fact that counts in favor of (-ing and the fact, if there is one (or more than one), that enables the original fact to count in favor of (-ing.


Besides favorers and enablers, it will be important for our purposes to recognize the existence of disfavorers and disablers.  A disfavorer is a fact that counts against a certain course of action.  Disfavorers, like favorers, are reasons.  A disabler is a fact that prevents some other fact from being a favorer or disfavorer.


I shall define ‘moral reason’ as a fact that morally favors or disfavors a particular course of action.  I assume here that there is a different way of favoring corresponding to every normative standard.  For a fact, F, to morally favor (-ing is for it to favor (-ing in light of a particular normative standard: morality.

The Three Appeals

I want now to flesh out how these appeals work.  Let’s begin with Claim 1: N is not a reason.  In making this claim, the defender of morality’s sovereignty argues that the range of facts that are reasons is smaller than we had previously thought.  For this reason I call this appeal the Appeal to a Narrower Normative Realm.  If there is no non-moral reason at play in the given case, then clearly we have no conflict.

Moving on, we should consider Claim 2: N is a moral reason.  By hypothesis, N appears to be a non-moral reason.  For the sake of specificity, let us say that this reason’s seeming to be non-moral is the same as its not belonging to the class of blatantly moral reasons.  The class of blatantly moral reasons, I stipulate, are those reasons that constitute what Thomas Scanlon has called the “morality of what we owe to each other”—reasons in favor of fidelity, non-maleficence, and respect for autonomy.
 This strategy involves admitting that N is a reason, but denying that the reason is non-moral.  In making this appeal, one argues that the range of facts that count as moral reasons is larger than the class of blatantly moral reasons.  And so I will call this appeal the Appeal to a Wider Morality.  Here there is no non-moral reason at play, so the conflict between M and N is a moral conflict.  

The third claim is a bit more complicated.  By hypothesis, there is a fact, M, that appears to ground a moral requirement.  Claim 3 is the claim that it does not, in fact.  This, however, is not precise enough; we need to know why it does not.  

In order to make the nature of Claim 3 clearer, I want to define a relation often referred to as ‘undermining.’ A moral reason, R, is undermined in a particular case if and only if there is some fact, F, such that F obtains, F can be R, but is disabled.  So, for instance, if I promise to stop by and see you unless I’m running late, the moral reason in favor of my stopping by to see you is undermined if I am, indeed, running late.  The fact that I made this promise can be a moral reason for me to stop to see you, but is not in this case, because it is disabled. 

I also wish to define a relation often referred to as ‘overriding.’ A moral reason, R, is overridden in a particular case if R can ground a moral requirement, but due to some fact fails to do so.  For instance, suppose I promise to drive you to work, but it turns out that in order to do so I would have to run over and kill five pedestrians.  Here, the fact that I made this promise morally favors my driving you to work—it is a moral reason—but it fails to ground a moral requirement because of the fact that fulfilling the promise would require killing five innocent people.

We are now in a position to explain how it could be that M appears to ground a moral requirement but does not, in fact.  There are three possibilities.  One possibility is that we hold a mistaken moral theory.
 This claim, however, will not get us very far, since there clearly are situations of the sort described in which M certainly is the sort of fact that could ground a moral requirement.  The shipwreck case is such a situation.  The fact that grabbing Smith’s life preserver would lead to his death certainly is a fact that can ground a moral requirement on Jones that he not do so.  Thus, unless the other two options are equally deficient, as a matter of charity we should not interpret Claim 3 as a claim that our moral theory is mistaken.

The second possibility is that because of the presence of N, M fails to be a moral reason, and in the absence of the moral reason, there is nothing to ground the moral requirement.  If M is the kind of fact that can be a moral reason and N is the cause of the absence of the moral reason, then according to the definition of undermining, N undermines that reason.  

The third possibility is that M is a moral reason, but because of the presence of N, M fails to ground a moral requirement.  If M is the kind of moral reason that can ground a moral requirement, and N is the reason it fails to, then according to the definition of overriding, N overrides the reason.


Which of these latter two possibilities is the interpretation of Claim 3 most charitable to the defender of morality’s sovereignty?  As I will explain presently, the third interpretation of Claim 3 would make that claim rely on the truth of Claim 2.  If Claim 3 relies on the truth of Claim 2, then Claim 3 is of no help to the defender of morality’s sovereignty.  If we know that Claim 2 is true in a particular case, then we know that that case is not a counterexample to the Moral Sovereignty Thesis.  It would not matter to the defender of morality’s sovereignty whether Claim 3 were true as well.

Claim 3, on the third interpretation of it, relies on Claim 2 because if N were the cause of M failing to ground a moral requirement (Claim 3), N would have to be a moral reason (Claim 2).  This is because moral reasons can be overridden only by stronger moral reasons.
On the second interpretation of Claim 3, N undermines M.  Reasons are undermined by, and only by, disablers.  Disablers are not necessarily moral reasons.  To illustrate, using the example in which I promise to stop and see you unless I’m running late: that I am running a late is a not a moral reason to not stop to see you, but it does disable the moral reason in favor of my stopping to see you.  Thus the second interpretation of Claim 3 does not require that N is a moral reason, and so does not rely on Claim 2.  This makes the second interpretation of Claim 3 the strongest one for the defender of morality’s sovereignty.

We have arrived at a precise understanding of what Claim 3 entails.  Claim 3 says that M does not ground a moral requirement.  Specifically, it says that N undermines the moral reason that M would have been.  And it claims that in the absence of a moral reason, there is no moral requirement.  From here forward, Claim 3 will be known as the Appeal to Underminers.

My contention will be that there is a range of cases in which none of the three appeals succeed.  My strategy will be the following.  I will argue, first, that the Appeal to Underminers is beset by a fatal flaw, and therefore is simply of no use to the theorist who wants to deny the possibility of situations in which we have a non-moral reason to do what we are morally prohibited from doing.  I will then sketch out what I take to be this theorist’s best strategy in light of the failure of the Appeal to Underminers.  This strategy will involve taking the class of apparent moral/non-moral conflicts, and dividing them in a systematic way between those cases for which the Appeal the a Wider Morality is effective, and those for which the Appeal to a Narrower Normative Realm is effective.  My contention will be that, even on the most generous assumptions about the ranges of cases for which each of these two appeals are effective, there remain a smaller range of cases for which they are certainly not effective.

The Appeal to Underminers

Suppose I have promised Bob that I will eat a banana.  The fact that I made this promise can be a moral reason.  And it can also ground a moral requirement.  Now supposed that before I have a chance to carry out my promise, I remember that I have a food sensitivity such that eating the banana would cause me to break out in a rash, which would cause me severe discomfort for a week.  With this information in hand, I ask Bob to release me from my promise, but he refuses.  Someone might say the following about this case: I am under a moral requirement to keep my promise, and I also have a non-moral reason to break the promise.  In other words we have a conflict between a moral requirement and a non-moral reason.

In this chapter we are interested in whether the defender of morality’s sovereignty can plausibly claim that there are never situations that take this form.  Using the Appeal to Underminers, she can say that in this case the non-moral reason for me to break my promise—the fact that doing so would cause me significant discomfort—undermines my moral reason to eat the banana.  Since the moral reason is undermined, the moral requirement it otherwise would have grounded is undermined as well.  Hence, there is no conflict.

This approach runs into the moral residue problem.  Historically, moral residue has been used as an objection to accounts of morality on which there are no moral dilemmas—instances in which one morally ought to ( and morally ought to (, where (-ing and (-ing are incompatible.
 Suppose Barry has promised both Christina and Dana an apple, but forgets to buy more than one apple, and therefore can keep only one promise.  If there are no moral dilemmas, then there is, at most, one promise Barry morally ought to keep.  If he keeps that promise—whichever one it is—then he hasn’t failed to do anything that he morally ought to have done.  Yet in a case like this, we would expect Barry to feel some regret over the situation coming out as it did.  We would also expect him to feel guilty toward the person to whom he broke a promise.  In addition, we would consider Barry to be under an obligation to make it up to that person, if possible, by offering her something equal in value to the apple, or, if that’s not possible, at least an apology.  These three distinct phenomena—the appropriateness of regret and guilt, and the duty to make restitution—compose the phenomenon of moral residue.  If we admit that Barry faces a moral dilemma, then we can explain why he should feel regret and guilt, and why he owes restitution.  The explanation is that he failed to do something he morally ought to have done.
 This explanation is not available to the theorist who denies that there are moral dilemmas. 

The moral residue problem can arise not just for the theorist who denies the possibility of incompatible moral requirements, but also for the theorist who denies the possibility of incompatible moral requirements and non-moral reasons.  For instance, in the situation described earlier involving Bob, we would expect there to be moral residue if I choose not to eat the banana.  We can explain this by positing that I had a moral reason to eat the banana.  When we make the Appeal to Underminers, however, we cannot use this explanation.

Now it has been suggested that we can explain moral residue without allowing that there are moral dilemmas.
 Perhaps regret and guilt are appropriate and a duty to make restitution arises any time one leaves a moral duty unfulfilled, regardless of whether the moral reason that grounded that duty also grounded a moral requirement.
 I am not sure whether we should concede this, but I am willing to do so, since doing so does not weaken my case against the Appeal to Underminers.  The reason is that if the defender of morality’s sovereignty maintains that what is going on in cases like the banana case is that there is a moral duty, but it fails to ground a moral requirement, then she is going to have to admit that there is a moral reason as well (certainly any fact that grounds a moral duty also grounds a moral reason), and if she concedes this then she no longer making the Appeal to Underminers.  She is invoking the third interpretation of Claim 3, which depends on the truth of Claim 2, as I explained earlier.  Claim 2, of course, is the Appeal to a Wider Morality.  So in making this move, the defender of morality’s sovereignty puts herself in the position of having to make the Appeal to a Wider Morality.  That appeal is the subject of the next section.

The argument from moral residue is not without its weaknesses.  Perhaps, as various authors have suggested, regret and guilt are appropriate any time one behaves in a way that causes harm to other people,
 or does something that is normally wrong.
  (In the latter case regret and guilt would serve a valuable social function: deterring behavior that is normally wrong.) There may be ways to justify regret and guilt in moral conflicts without positing the existence of a moral reason that was not acted upon.  And so I will stake my case on restitution only.  My contention is that in cases in which a moral requirement conflicts with a non-moral reason, a decision to act on the non-moral reason gives rise to a duty to make restitution, and the existence of such a duty cannot be explained if the non-moral reason undermines whatever reason grounds the moral requirement.  This, again, is due to the fact that there is an obligation to make restitution only if one fails to act on a moral reason.  But moral reasons that are undermined do not exist.  And so we cannot explain the obligation if we make the Appeal to Underminers.
I have been using the argument from moral residue as an objection to the Appeal to Underminers, but I have now weakened that objection in two ways: I am demanding an explanation only for duties to make restitution, and I am conceding, for the sake of argument, that that there need not be moral dilemmas in order for there to be moral residue.  By weakening the objection in the first way I drew attention to the inadequacy of one popular response to the problem, which is that regret and guilt are appropriate any time the actions we take have some negative consequence or share characteristic with behavior that is normally wrong.  By weakening the objection in the second way I made the restitution problem immune to the most popular response to it: the duty to make restitution can be explained by the mere fact of a moral duty being left unfulfilled.  I conceded, for the sake of argument, that this is true, but pointed out that this does not help the theorist who would make the Appeal to Underminers.  Since the Appeal to Underminers requires that the apparent moral reason does not exist, and there cannot be a moral duty without a moral reason,
 such a theorist needs to convince us that there can be a restitution requirement even if no duty goes unfulfilled.  

The only theorist who has attempted this, as far as I know, is Barbara Herman.  In the course of defending Kant against the moral residue problem, Herman suggests that we interpret him as holding that prima facie duties apply to thought, as opposed to action.  The idea is that a duty sets the terms of deliberation.  If I have a duty of non-maleficence, then I should adopt a presumption in favor of behaving non-maleficently.  And therefore, when considering whether to act maleficently I should take non-maleficence to be the default course of action, to be decided against only if I can adduce considerations that are sufficient to rebut the presumption.  Whatever action I conclude, through proper deliberation, that I ought to do, is my duty proper.
 A consequence of this is that prima facie duties are not-reason giving.
 

Now at first blush it appears Herman has backed herself into a corner with regard to the moral residue problem.  If prima facie duties do not generate reasons, then how could a failure to fulfill such a duty lead to a restitution requirement?  

Herman has a response.  Suppose Jones is under prima facie Duty X to Alice and prima facie Duty Y to Bob, and she cannot perform both.  Suppose, further, that there are no other relevant considerations that morality takes into account.  Jones deliberates properly on the matter and determines that she ought to act on Duty X, and then proceeds to do so.  Having done this, her circumstances have changed in an important way: she has now failed to fulfill her prima facie duty to Bob.  This is something that should rightly figure in to her subsequent deliberation about what to do.  Deliberating properly, she may conclude that she owes him restitution.

This response is unsatisfying.  Herman fails to explain why proper deliberation, in such a situation, would yield the conclusion that restitution is owed.  She seems to hint, at one point, that contained within many prima facie duties are corollary prima facie duties to make restitution should one fail to carry out the main duty.  Were this the case, proper deliberation constrained by the corollary duty may well yield the conclusion that one ought to make restitution.

The trouble with this solution is that it is ad hoc.  Why would one have such a corollary duty?  In the banana case, for instance, the reason I have a duty to Bob to eat a banana is that I promised him I would.  It seems Herman would want to say that I also have a duty to Bob to make restitution to him in the event that I fail to eat the banana.  But what could the ground of this duty possibly be?  I did not promise him that I would make restitution if I failed to eat the banana.  Nor is non-maleficence a possible ground of the corollary duty, since we are free to suppose that Bob does not suffer any loss due to my failure to eat the banana.  One is tempted to simply say that the ground of the corollary duty (at least when it kicks in) is that I did not eat a banana.  But why should that ground a duty?  I didn’t eat a banana yesterday either, but that nonperformance did not give rise to a duty.  What is special about this nonperformance?  The answer, of course, is that this nonperformance constituted the violation of a duty.  Now Herman faces a dilemma: if the corollary duty is a proper part of the main duty, then my nonperformance does not constitute the violation of a duty (since the duty would be disjunctive: eat the banana or make restitution).  And if the corollary duty and the main duty are distinct, then I clearly do violate the main duty when I fail to eat the banana.  If Herman concedes this, then she is not telling us how there could be a duty to make restitution when no duty goes unfulfilled, which is what she was supposed to be telling us.

The Appeal to a Wider Morality and the Appeal to a Narrower Normative Realm

The forgoing considerations give us good reason to accept that the Appeal to Underminers is doomed by the moral residue problem.  What dooms the appeal, specifically, is that it involves denying the existence of whatever reason appears to ground the moral requirement.  If there is no un-acted-upon reason, then there is no moral residue.  Taking note of this, some theorists have argued instead that in many conflicts between reasons that can ground moral requirements and non-moral reasons the moral reason is overridden, not undermined.
 In other words, they slide from the Appeal to Underminers to the Appeal to a Wider Morality.

The important thing here is just to admit that the moral reason exists.  Since both the Appeal to a Wider Morality and the Appeal to a Narrower Normative Realm allow for such an admission, they escape the moral residue problem (if we continue to assume, for the sake of argument, that the mere presence of an un-acted-upon moral reason can generate moral residue).  Indeed, several theorists have used something like the Appeal to a Wider Morality in a defense of something like The Moral Sovereignty Thesis.

As I hinted earlier, the best strategy for the theorist who would deny that there are conflicts between moral requirements and non-moral reasons is to use the Appeal to a Wider Morality and the Appeal to a Narrower Normative Realm in tandem.  With respect to a case in which a purported reason that appears to be non-moral conflicts with a moral requirement, it is enough for such a theorist to establish that the purported reason either is a moral reason or that it is not a reason at all.
 It is not necessary to establish both.  Instead of arguing either that all such reasons are not reasons or that they’re all moral reasons, one could argue that some of them are not reasons and the rest are moral reasons.  By ‘such reasons,’ again, I mean those facts that appear to be non-moral reasons that conflict with moral requirements.  But isn’t this all of them?  That is, for any apparent non-moral reason, it seems at least possible to imagine a situation in which acting on that reason would amount to the violation of a moral requirement.  
Figure 2.1: The Accommodation Project





And so the theorist who would deny the possibility of the sort of conflict we have been talking about needs to establish that for all x, where x is apparently a non-moral reason, x is either a moral reason or not a reason at all.  In other words, the class of moral reasons needs to be expanded just enough, and the class of reasons shrunk just enough, such that they are coextensive.  Let us call the project of trying to accomplish this the accommodation project (Figure 2.1).
I do not believe that the accommodation project can be completed.  We can make something of a prima facie case against it simply by pointing out all the varieties of non-moral reasons that there appear to be.  I can think of six:

Aesthetic Reasons: Reasons to create and preserve aesthetically valuable things

Self-Perfection Reasons: Reasons to develop to the furthest extent possible one’s capacities, especially the higher ones

Trivial Beneficence Reasons: Reasons to do things for other people that slightly improve their well-being

Well-being-based Reasons: Reasons to improve one’s own well-being

Epistemic Reasons: Reasons to believe what is true

Consistency Reasons: Reasons to have consistent preferences and beliefs

The only theorist I am aware of who can be reasonably interpreted as attempting to complete the accommodation project is Seana Shiffrin.
 She begins her argument by pointing out that a distinctive feature of many nonconsequentialist moral theories is that they give extra weight to the personal point of view.  What Shiffrin has in mind here, it seems, is how nonconsequentialists tend to embrace the idea of agent-centered options—instances in which it is morally permissible to fail to maximize utility.

Nonconsequentialists defend agent-centered options by arguing that if one could not be exempted from maximizing utility in those cases in which doing so would require an enormous sacrifice of one’s own welfare, then morality would be too demanding.  Thus, morality itself must give extra weight to the agent’s welfare—the “personal point of view,” to use Shiffrin’s terminology.  Consequentialists, on the other hand, tend to believe that morality gives equal weight to the welfare of each person, and thus does not give extra weight to the personal point of view.  Thus, a central point of contention between consequentialists and nonconsequentialists is how much weight morality gives to the personal point of view.  What is not under dispute, it seems, is that morality has something to say about the relative importance of different people’s points of view.  In addition, Shiffrin adds, morality has something to say about the importance of aesthetic value as compared with values that arise from different people’s points of view.  Having made these two points, Shiffrin seems to believe that she has demonstrated that all reasons are moral reasons.  Of course, her argument requires some filling in.  We should assume, first, that by ‘point of view’ Shiffrin means the same thing we mean by ‘normative standard.’ This strikes me as a reasonable assumption.  Second, Shiffrin needs it to be the case that the aesthetic normative standard and the various personal normative standards are all the normative standards there are.  Now if morality takes into account all normative standards, then it takes into account all reasons, since all reasons fall under some normative standard or other (there are no ‘free-floating’ reasons).

The flaw in Shiffrin’s argument is the second assumption.  There are more normative standards than she admits.  Shiffrin fails to take into account the full range of apparent reasons, many of which I listed earlier.  Shiffrin’s view seems to be that there are only two kinds of reasons, well-being-based reasons, and aesthetic reasons.  Intuitively, however, that there are also self-perfection, consistency, epistemic, etc., reasons.
 The only question is whether they reduce to moral reasons.  Shiffrin does not attempt to demonstrate that either of these conditions hold, and consequently she falls far short of demonstrating that all reasons are moral reasons.  Hence, the accommodation project has not yet been completed.  Therefore, let us make our own attempt.  If our best effort falls short, we will have reason to suspect that the project is a pipe dream.

If the accommodation project is to be successfully completed, it will certainly take the form of a combination of the Appeal to a Wider Morality and the Appeal to a Narrower Normative Realm.  Consider the other two alternatives.  If we make no use at all of the Appeal to a Wider Morality, then we concede that the only moral reasons are the blatantly moral ones.  But then the Appeal to a Narrower Normative Realm would take on an extreme, and extremely counterintuitive, form.  The appeal would be the claim that the only reasons are the blatantly moral ones.   But the consideration in favor of developing one’s talents is not a blatantly moral reason, yet it certainly seems to be a reason.  The same can be said for the other reasons on the list.  These same problems haunt a more sophisticated version of the Appeal to a Narrower Normative Realm: the idea that well-being immorally gained is of no value, in virtue of being immorally gained.
 If this were true, then it would be a relatively short step to the conclusion that we can never have well-being-based reasons to violate moral requirements.  Yet we would still have no argument against the possibility of having non-value-based reasons to violate moral requirements, such as epistemic and consistency reasons.

Conversely, if we were to make use of the Appeal to a Wider Morality to the exclusion of the Appeal to a Narrower Normative Realm, then we would be asking the former appeal to do more work than it can.  We would claim that all facts that are apparently reasons are moral reasons.  But there are plenty of counterexamples to this claim, the most obvious of which involve trivial reasons, such as the reason to have a tasty lunch.


What these considerations tell us is that if the accommodation project is to succeed, then: (i) the class of moral reasons is going to have to be expanded beyond the blatantly moral reasons, and (ii) the class of reasons is going to have to be shrunk so as to exclude some facts that are apparently reasons.  How best to do this?  The first step, I would think, is to take a page from the utilitarians and argue that we always have a moral reason to promote welfare.  However, some welfare-based reasons are trivial, and it seems absolutely clear that there is nothing to be said, morally, for trivially self-interested behavior like having a tasty lunch.  So the best move would be to enlarge the moral domain only so as to include reasons of non-trivial welfare improvement, while at the same time shrinking the normative domain so as to exclude the trivial considerations.  Both of these moves strike me as counterintuitive.  But I recognize that they do have some appeal, and so I will simply concede, for the sake of argument, that these moves are valid.

Once we allow into the moral domain all non-trivial considerations of welfare, then suddenly we have a way of dealing with the other troubling cases.  Take aesthetics, for instance.  In general, the presence of aesthetically valuable objects augments overall human welfare, because many humans have the ability to enjoy such objects.  But then, given that we have already expanded the domain of the moral to include (a large part of) welfare, there is now something to be said, morally, for creating and preserving aesthetically valuable things.

Another example: In general, having consistent beliefs and preferences helps one arrange one’s life and pursue one’s goals in a more efficient manner.  Consequently, having consistent beliefs and preferences will usually contribute to one’s welfare, and so, given our extension of the moral realm, consistency reasons are moral reasons. 

The general strategy is to show how we have moral reasons to do the things that make people (and perhaps other living things) better off.  The weakness of this strategy is that the sorts of behavior that in general make people better off sometimes do not in fact do so.  Thus, there are times when no one will be worse off if I maintain inconsistent beliefs or preferences, or if I believe what is false.  In at least some of these cases, we will want to say that we nevertheless have reasons to make our beliefs and preferences consistent.  For instance, if I believe that cows have three stomachs, I have a reason to revise my mistaken belief, even granting the very plausible assumption that having the mistaken belief will never negatively affect me or anyone else.  Moreover, it is at least an unsettled question whether we would have reasons to create and preserve aesthetically valuable objects even if no one will ever be able to enjoy them.

This is similar to the problem that plagues utilitarians.  According to the utilitarian, we always morally ought to act so as to maximize welfare.  However, sometimes the optimific act appears to be one we ought not engage in.  So, for instance, in general we maximize welfare by refraining from killing innocent people, but there are exceptional cases in which the optimific action involves killing an innocent person.

One apparent escape for the utilitarian is to subscribe to some version of rule utilitarianism, on which one always morally ought to abide by the rules whose general acceptance would maximize welfare.  Thus, one should always refrain from killing innocent people, because the welfare-maximizing set of rules would certainly include a prohibition on such behavior.  A similar move is available to the theorist who wants to complete the accommodation project.  Such a theorist could say that we have a moral reason to engage in any action of a type that, in general, promotes human welfare.  Thus, while no one’s welfare will actually suffer if I continue to believe that cows have three stomachs, I nevertheless have a reason to revise my belief, since replacing false beliefs with true ones tends to promote human welfare.

This move, however, is doomed to failure.  To say that there is a moral reason to ( is to commit oneself to the claim that there is something about (-ing that makes it pro tanto morally good.  So when someone claims that there is a moral reason to ( we have a right to ask what are the properties of (-ing that make (-ing pro tanto morally good.  The theorist who says that we have a moral reason to engage in any action of a type that, in general, contributes to someone’s welfare is forced to offer the suspect claim that an action’s resemblance to other actions that are pro tanto morally good make that action pro tanto morally good.

Let us retrace our steps.  Our project has been to assess the accommodation project, the point of which is to show that all apparent non-moral reasons either are moral reasons or are not, in fact, reasons at all.  I pointed out a problem for this project, which is that there appear to be several classes of facts that ground reasons that morality does not take into account.  For instance, we appear to have non-moral reasons to believe what is true.  The response was that one has moral reasons to improve the welfare of both oneself and others, and, since believing what is true normally improves one’s own welfare, the reasons to believe what is true is a moral reason.  A similar story could be told with respect to the other items in the catalogue of apparent non-moral reasons.

This proposal was found to have a defect, which is that even in those cases in which believing what is true improves no one’s welfare, there still seems to be a reason to do so.  By all appearances, this is not a moral reason.  Again, a similar story could be told with respect to the other items in the catalogue. 

Conclusion

In this chapter I have defended the thesis that sometimes there are non-moral reasons to violate moral requirements.  This thesis, combined with the thesis, defended in Chapter 1, that all reasons can generate requirements of rationality, yields the conclusion that there are situations that take the following form: One is morally required to (, but there are non-moral reasons to ( (where (-ing is incompatible with (-ing), and it is in the nature of such reasons to ground requirements of rationality.  Let us call these sort of situations Dilemma Cases.

What should the defender of morality’s sovereignty say about all this?  She is going to have to say that, though we can have non-moral reasons to do what we are morally prohibited from doing, and those reasons can ground requirements of rationality, they never do in fact ground requirements of rationality.  In other words, such reasons are never the strongest reasons we have.  But why should we think this is so?

The popular way to answer this question has been to argue that rationality itself has something to say about which reasons we have and how strong they are, and that morality and rationality, while distinct, are so intimately related that from the perspective of rationality our moral reasons are always the strongest ones we have.  In the next chapter I will review four arguments for this view.  If, as I will argue, these arguments fail, then we will have to admit that moral requirements do not always override non-moral reasons.  This will leave us in a very precarious position with regard to morality’s sovereignty, albeit one that, as I try to show in Chapter 4, can be finessed.

Chapter Three: Moral Overridingness

Skepticism about Trumping

If what I have said in the first two chapters is correct, then there are cases in which a moral requirement conflicts with a non-moral reason.  Historically, those who have conceded this point, but wanted to defend morality’s sovereignty nonetheless, have tried to establish moral overridingness—the claim that moral requirements always override non-moral reasons.  This requires establishing that the reasons in favor of carrying out a moral requirements are always stronger than any conflicting non-moral reasons.  Another way to put this is that the former type of reason trumps the latter.  Trumping has been defined by James Griffin as follows.  “Any amount of A, no matter how small, is more valuable than any amount of B, no matter how large.”
 

In order to determine whether the postulated trumping relation holds, we should begin by determining what would count as a good reason to accept that one type of reason trumps another type of reason.
 Let us start, however, by asking a more familiar question: what would count as a good reason to believe that one sort of reason is simply stronger than another sort?  For instance, suppose someone asserts that reasons of type X are stronger than reasons of type Y.  You ask her why you ought to believe that claim.  She might tell you that in acting on reasons of type X, she would make more people happy than in acting on reasons of type Y, or that reasons of type X are grounded in a duty, while reasons of type Y aren’t, or she might appeal to an intuition that if one had to choose between acting on a reason of type X and acting on a reason of type Y, one ought to choose to act on X.  These answers—or answers like them, depending on our theory about how reasons get their strength—are satisfactory.


Now suppose that the claim were that reasons of type X trump reasons of type Y.  What good reasons could be given in support of this claim?  The same ones given in support of the ‘stronger than’ claim would be a good start, but of course a trumping claim is stronger than a ‘stronger than’ claim, and so there must be reasons for us to accept the former over and above those that lead us to accept the latter.  We need to be told a story about why one type of reason trumps the other.  My claim, and the root of my skepticism about trumping, is that there is no such story to be told.  I turn now to the arguments for moral overridingness in order to determine whether it can.

Moral Overridingness

There are two sensible, yet importantly different, formulations of the thesis of moral overridingness.
 The first formulation says that one always rationally ought to act on one’s strongest moral reason.  In less technical terms, the idea would be that one always rationally ought to do what is morally best.  The second formulation—the one I have been using so far—says that one always rationally ought to do what one is morally required to do.  Since one’s strongest moral reason sometimes fails to ground a moral requirement,
 this second formulation is less demanding than the requirement that one always act in accordance on one’s strongest moral reason. To illustrate the difference, suppose the public schools in inner-city Seattle are under-funded.  It is plausible to say that I would then have a moral reason to organize, or become part of, a campaign to increase the funding for those schools, but I would not be morally required to do so.  Since the second formulation is weaker, we should examine it first.  If it turns out to be false, then a fortiori the first version is false as well.
 My formal statement of the second version is as follows:

Overridingness Thesis (OT): Necessarily, for any action (, if one is morally required to (, then one rationally ought to (.

Assuming that facts about what one rationally ought to do supervene on facts about what one has strongest reason to do—an assumption I defended in Chapter 1—the believer in the OT is committed to the claim that the reasons in favor of upholding moral requirements are always stronger than any other reason or combination of reasons.  If this were the case, then the reason in favor of upholding a moral requirement would trump all other kinds of reasons.  The question, then, is why should we think this is true?  

The constructivist has a story to tell about why this is.  Typically, constructivists have relied on the idea that practical rationality is in the first instance a property not of action but of deliberation.  From that claim they move to the further claim that rational thinking about what to do forces one to make a commitment to acting morally.  Only if one follows through with this commitment can one be said to have acted in accordance with rational deliberation.  Thus rationality, at least in the deliberative sense, requires moral behavior.


All of the arguments we will examine in this chapter are made by constructivists (with one partial exception that will be explained later in a footnote).  I do not mean to imply that it is impossible for any non-constructivist to defend the OT.  Shiffrin argues that all reasons are moral reasons (in Chapter 2 we reviewed her argument for this claim) and from this observation proceeds on to the conclusion that morality is the all-things-considered point of view (normative standard).  Were this the case, morality would be rationality, and the OT would follow.
 This is not a constructivist argument.  My objection to Shiffrin was that once we admit the full range of reasons there appear to be, it becomes implausible to suppose that all reasons are moral reasons.  Given this, morality is not to be identified with rationality.  The arguments I will address in this chapter are attempts to establish the OT without identifying morality and rationality, and they are all constructivist arguments.  This is not to say that there could not be non-constructivist arguments for the OT that do not identify morality with rationality.  However, I have seen no such arguments and I am unable to imagine how they might go.

Kant

We begin of course with Kant, whose argument for the rational necessity of moral behavior is given in the Groundwork.
 It can be best understood by beginning in chapter three and working backward.
 The point of chapter three is to establish that any free will must operate according to a law that it gives to itself.  Kant’s argument begins as follows.

1. The will operates according to laws.

2. A free will is unconditioned.

3. Therefore, a free will operates according to laws that it gives to itself.

That the will operates according to laws is originally argued for in chapter two (23-4, 412-3) and rehashed at the outset of chapter three (49, 446).  Kant takes premise two to be true by definition.  What it means for a will to be unconditioned is that it operates “independent of any determination by alien causes.” (49, 446) This conception of unconditional willing is taken to be precisely what one means by ‘free will.’


Before proceeding, we should be clear on how premises one and two are supposed to entail premise three.  Given that the will operates according to laws, there are two options.  Either the will gives itself those laws, or they come from somewhere else.  But if they come from somewhere else—from nature, government, etc.—then the will is determined by an alien cause, which premise two rules out.  Therefore, a free will gives its laws to itself.  It remains now to connect self-legislation with rationality.

4. Insofar as one is rational, one conceives of one’s will as free.

5. Insofar as one conceives of one’s will as free, one’s will is free.

6. Therefore, insofar as one is rational, one’s will is free.

7. Therefore, insofar as one is rational, one’s will operates according to laws that it gives to itself. 

The argument for premise four goes as follows.  To be rational is nothing more than to will in accordance with the laws of reason (50, 448), and to will in accordance with the laws of reason one must conceive of oneself as having a free will (54-5, 453-4).
 Therefore, insofar as one is rational, one conceives of one’s will as free.

The move to premise five is difficult to follow.  Here is the beginning of an argument for it:

Therefore, even though on the one hand I must regard myself as a being belonging to the world of sense, yet on the other hand I shall have to know myself as an intelligence and as subject to the law of the intelligible world, i.e., to reason, which contains this law in the idea of freedom, and hence to know myself as subject to the autonomy of the will.  Consequently, I must regard the laws of the intelligible world as imperatives for me…(54-5, 453-4)

What Kant seems to be saying is that the idea of freedom is so normative for us that it imbues the laws of reason (“laws of the intelligible world”) with normativity as well.  In other words, we are so committed to seeing ourselves as free that we will do whatever it takes to act the part.  And since freedom is willing in accordance with the laws of reason, acting the part means treating the laws of reason as one’s own laws.  So that’s what we do.  Now the laws of reason are the will’s own laws (23-4, 412-3), and for a will to operate according to its own laws is for it to be unconditioned.  And an unconditioned will is a free will, as I explained above.  

In a nutshell, the argument for premise five goes like this.  Insofar as one conceives of one’s will as free, one will treat the laws of reason as one’s own laws.  Further, treating the laws of reasons as one’s own laws makes one’s will free.  Therefore, insofar as one conceives of one’s will as free, one’s will is free.

Premises four and five entail six, the claim that insofar as one is rational, one’s will is free.  From this claim and premise three—a free will operates according to a law that it gives to itself—we can infer premise seven, which says that insofar as one is rational, one’s will operates according to a law it gives to itself.  The question, then, is how a law the will gives to itself would look.  This question is answered in the first two chapters with the following argument, which takes the conclusion of the previously-stated argument as its initial premise.

7.  Insofar as one is rational, one’s will operates according to laws that it gives to itself.

8. Any law the will gives to itself would be a categorical law.

9. A categorical law takes as its end something that has absolute worth.

10. Humanity is the only thing that has absolute worth.

11. Therefore, a categorical law takes humanity as its end.

12. Therefore, any law the will gives to itself would take humanity as its end.

13. Therefore, insofar as one is rational, in one’s willing one treats humanity as an end.

The defense of premise eight goes as follows.   Every law has an end (25, 414; 41, 436).   In the case of a law the will gives to itself, that end would be determined by practical reason, since ‘will’ is just another term for practical reason (23, 412).  The only kind of end that could be determined on the basis of reason alone would be a necessary end (23-4, 412-3).  If the end were contingent, then one would have to investigate the world of sense in order to discover it.  But reason alone could undertake no such investigation.  Now if a law has a necessary end then, by definition, that law is categorical (25, 414).  Therefore, the law the will gives to itself is categorical.


Premise nine is part of the definition of a categorical law (25, 414; 35, 427-8), while premise ten is a point Kant reinforces regularly—often substituting ‘rational nature’ for ‘humanity’—throughout chapters one and two (for instance: 7, 393; 36, 428-9; 42, 437).  The subsequent premises and the conclusion follow by simple inferences from premises seven through ten.  The conclusion is the ‘formula of humanity’ version of the categorical imperative.
 The categorical imperative, for Kant, is an elaboration of our concept of moral duty (this is established in chapter two).  The conclusion, therefore, is that insofar as one is rational, one will perform one’s moral duty.  And thus the OT is vindicated.


The weakness in Kant’s argument is that it cannot accurately capture what is going on when a moral requirement conflicts with a non-moral reason.  To see this, we need to see what happens when one applies the formula of humanity to such a case.  First, we should be clear on how the formula is to be applied.  This is tricky, because the formula is neither obviously consequentialist—it does not tell us to maximize humanity—nor obviously deontological, since it does not identify the required behavior by a description of an act-type.  (An obviously deontological rule would be something like ‘never intentionally cause another person to believe a falsehood.’)  Rather, the formula of humanity instructs us to treat humanity as an end.  The best way to understand this is to see the formula of humanity as enjoining us to behave so as to express respect for the worth of humanity.
 

Let us go back to the banana case.  Suppose I break my promise to Bob in order to avoid the week-long rash.  Does this express respect for the worth of humanity?  Intuitively, no.  If this is correct, then such an action has no value (only action done out of duty has unconditioned value, and the categorical imperative tells us what our duty is), and from this it would seem to follow that there is no reason to perform it.
 This is a surprising result!  For we were prepared to say, before we applied the categorical imperative, that the banana case involved a conflict of reasons.  But when we apply the categorical imperative, the appearance of conflict dissolves.  Either there is a reason to perform an action, or there isn’t, and the categorical imperative tells us which.  Hence Kant’s comment that there can be no genuine conflicts of duty.

Not only is it very counterintuitive to claim that there is no conflict of reasons in this situation, this claim also makes it extremely difficult to explain moral residue—that is, to say why regret and guilt would be appropriate and why a duty to make restitution would arise.

Perhaps Kant has a way out.  Instead of applying the categorical imperative to the evaluation of actions, we might use it instead to derive intermediate duties that would then be used to evaluate actions.  (Following W.D. Ross, we might call such duties prima facie duties.
) This is what Kant does in The Metaphysics of Morals.  The payoff would be an explanation of the possibility of conflicts of reasons. (1) Each intermediate principle grounds reasons for action. (2) In some situations, more than one principle will apply, and so there will be multiple reasons. (3) When those principles recommend different courses of action, the corresponding reasons will conflict.

The flaw in this solution, as Barbara Herman has pointed out, is that it is inconsistent with Kant’s conception of duty.  According to Kant, a duty expresses the practical necessity of an action, which means that it tells you what you ought to do, simpliciter.  And so in cases in which duties conflict, there will be two incompatible acts that one ought, simpliciter, to perform.  But this violates ‘ought implies can’—a maxim Kant certainly accepts.

As the reader will recall from the previous chapter, Herman has attempted to show how Kant can allow for conflicts of prima facie duties.  The basic idea was that prima facie duties apply to thought, as opposed to action.  By finding a way to avoid conceding that there can be multiple requirements on action, Herman takes care of the ‘ought implies can’ problem.

The problem with this alternative interpretation of Kant is that it is, quite simply, highly counterintuitive as an understanding of duty.  If someone promised me to (, and then ended up not (-ing, I would, under most circumstances, think that I had been wronged.  This would be true even if the promise-giver had deliberated impeccably in deciding not to (.  The explanation for this is that promises ground duties (under normal circumstances), and the duty is to do the thing that is promised, not to think in a certain way about whether to do that thing.

It would be helpful at this point to retrace our steps.  We began by outlining Kant’s argument for the rational necessity of treating humanity as an end.  We then noted a troubling consequence of this formula, which is that it does not seem to allow for the possibility of conflicting reasons and duties.  To save Kant, we reconceived how the formula might be applied.  Instead of using it to resolve particular practical questions, we might use it to derive intermediate duties that would in turn be used to resolve particular practical questions.  The plurality of intermediate duties would then explain the possibility of conflicting reasons and duties.  But since he conceives of a duty as expressing the practical necessity of action, it appears Kant cannot accept such conflicts.  Barbara Herman offers a reinterpretation of Kant on which such conflicts are possible, but we can adopt this interpretation only at the expense of giving up our understanding of what it means to have a duty.

We have looked at three ways of applying the formula of humanity, and all three lead to counterintuitive results.  The first two rule out the possibility of conflicting reasons and duties, which is implausible on its face.  The second allows for such conflicts, but is inconsistent with Kant’s understanding of practical necessity.  The third application depends on an implausible understanding of what a duty is.  It seems, therefore, that the conclusion of Kant’s argument must be false.  Which premise, then, should we reject?  My suspicion is that premise four—the claim that insofar as one is rational, one conceives of one’s will as free—is the easiest target.  I concede that there is a sense in which this premise is true, a sense well-expressed by Thomas Hill.

this [premise four of Kant’s argument] means not only that they [rational agents] look upon themselves as choosing among options the outcome of which is not determined by prior empirical causes, but also that they see themselves as capable of reaching a decision in a way that is not a function of their given desires and their beliefs about the means to satisfy them.

But if this is the sense of free will at play in premise four, then it is also the sense of free will at play in premise six, since six is inferred from four and five.  However, it is most certainly not the sense of free will at play in premise three.  And so the inference from premises three and six to premise seven will exhibit the fallacy of equivocation.  To save the inference, we must import into premise four premise three’s hopelessly inflated notion of free will: freedom from any determination by alien causes.  But we—at least most of us rational agents—most certainly do not consider ourselves to be free in that sense.
 


This inflation of the idea of free will leads to the moral conflict problem.  It is only because of our supposed independence from alien causes that practical reason, in determining the ends toward which it will act, cannot investigate the world of sense.  And so it must look inward, and all it finds is itself—what Kant often calls ‘humanity.’ And so there can be only one categorical law: the one that takes humanity as its end.  But with only one law, there is only one reason for action.  And with only one reason for action, there can be no conflict. 

Darwall and Korsgaard

Christine Korsgaard and Stephen Darwall seek to avoid this defect by reworking Kant’s constructivism so that it allows for the possibility of conflicts of reasons,
 although I have serious doubts, which I will detail later, about whether they manage to accomplish this.  For both theorists, we have various perspectives from which we might view the world, and each one gives us reasons, some of which will conflict.  For instance, it seems that as a son I have a reason to take care of my parents should they fall seriously ill, and that as an American I have a reason to defend my country if it comes under attack, but perhaps I cannot do both at once.  Being the reflective beings we are, we wonder which of these considerations we ought to act upon.  Both Darwall and Korsgaard assume the truth of reasons internalism—the doctrine that a necessary condition on a consideration’s being a reason for some person, A, is that under certain circumstances it would motivate A, given that A is rational.
 As Kantians about practical reason, the relevant circumstance is that the condition passes some version of a reflective endorsement test.  These two necessary conditions can be combined into the following condition: for a consideration to be a reason for A, it is necessary that its having passed the reflective endorsement test be sufficient for that consideration to motivate A, given that A is rational.  Darwall and Korsgaard also use this as a sufficient condition for a consideration counting as a reason.

Reflective endorsement, for Darwall and Korsgaard, involves looking at the considerations from the perspective of a reason-seeker.  Though this is but one perspective, among many, from which we can view the world, it is not the kind of perspective whose deliverances one may call into doubt.  The reason-seeking perspective is the perspective from which we doubt whether a consideration counts as a reason.  Once a consideration is endorsed as a reason from this perspective, it is no longer possible to doubt whether it is a reason.
 If a reason receives this endorsement, it will be a reason, which is to say it will motivate. 

While Darwall and Korsgaard share this general approach to questions of practical reason, they do not share a defense of moral overridingness.  Darwall suggests that from the reason-seeking perspective, moral reasons are not only endorsable, but also endorsable as overriding.
 Korsgaard, on the other hand, holds that the reason-seeking perspective is identical to the moral perspective.

I want to take a closer look at both arguments, beginning with Darwall’s.  Darwall starts by asking what justifies moral reasons. A poor answer to this question is that moral reasons are justified because such reasons appear to be reasons from the moral perspective.  This won’t work, Darwall tells us, because this justification is internal to the very system of reasons being called into question, and is therefore circular (257).  Alternatively, one might suggest that moral reasons are justified because (or when) they appear to be reasons from some other perspective, such as self-interest.  But this response doesn’t get us very far, as Darwall points out; we will still want to know what justifies this other perspective (257).  An infinite regress threatens.  

This is where the internalist requirement on reasons comes into play.  For a consideration to count as a reason it must have the power to motivate.  And, therefore, for us to have reasons we must be the kinds of things that can be motivated: agents.  Now part of what it means to be an agent is to have a certain perspective from which one views the world, and so the problem of the justification of reasons must be taken up from some perspective or other (258).

Darwall chooses the foundationalist solution to the regress problem.  He claims that there is a perspective whose justification it is impossible to call into question: the reason-seeking perspective.  The reason-seeking perspective is the perspective from which we doubt whether our reasons are justified.  Once this doubt has been answered, there is no more doubting that can be done.  Thus, if we want to know, once and for all, whether our moral reasons are justified, we need to determine whether they would appear as reasons from the reason-seeking perspective.  Here we have what we were looking for—a method for justifying reasons.  All we need to do is describe the perspective in greater detail.  

Darwall suggests that to take up the reason-seeking perspective is to take up a perspective that is impartial between reason-seeking agents (265).  (This is because to be a reason-seeker, per se, is not to be any particular reason-seeker.) Darwall hints that something along the lines of a Rawlsian original position could provide the appropriate description of this perspective.
 From this point of view, we would want there to be principles constraining each individual’s promotion of his self-interest.  So it is not enough to find the principles that we could endorse for ourselves, we must also choose to have ourselves constrained by them.  Hence from the justificatory perspective, we would want those principles to override all others (265).  And since this perspective determines what our authentic reasons are and what force they have, the principles we would endorse from that perspective are in fact overriding.  (This defense of overridingness borrows a powerful point made almost 50 years ago by Kurt Baier, that the very point of morality is to override self-interest.
)


As a defense of moral overridingness, this argument omits one crucial step.  We need to know whether the principles chosen by the parties to the original position are moral principles.  This is what Darwall says about those principles:

Whatever the details of such principles, it seems plausible that it would be rational to choose that agents, in circumstances like ours, take themselves to be constrained by some conception of moral demand (as we might call it).  This would mean that, not only do moral demands (suitably conceived) give us unqualified reasons; they give us overriding unqualified reasons.

Darwall is silent here about whether the parties to the original position would endorse as reason-giving any non-moral demands.  If they wouldn’t, then Darwall must answer the further question whether this lack of endorsement means that non-moral considerations simply aren’t reasons.


If Darwall’s answer to the latter question is yes, then his defense of the OT comes with a heavy cost: denying that there are non-moral reasons.  I take the existence of non-moral reasons to be a datum that a theory of rationality must explain, and so answering yes is simply not an option.  On the other hand, it hardly seems open to Darwall to answer no.  Why should we care that the parties to the original position endorse moral demands as overriding if they don’t acknowledge that there are non-moral reasons?  The OT is a particular solution to the problem of rational conflict between moral and non-moral demands.  What sense can we make of the parties to the original position choosing a solution without recognizing the existence of a problem?


It would be better, then, for Darwall to admit that the parties to the original position would recognize some non-moral considerations as normative.  And, indeed, he does intend to admit this.  His claim is that the parties to the original position would recognize the existence of both moral and non-moral reasons, and would choose to have the former override the latter.
 At first blush, this seems a bit implausible.  Here is a case that illustrates why.  Smith is walking down the street, when suddenly he trips and falls.  Unluckily for him, he falls right on top of a beer bottle.  The bottle shatters on impact and the shards tear into Smith’s legs.  Smith begins to bleed profusely.  Scream as he might, however, there doesn’t seem to be anyone around to help him.  He begins to worry, understandably, about bleeding to death.  So, as a last resort, he drags himself into Jones’s unlocked house, grabs Jones’s phone and calls 911.


Here Smith has a moral reason not to intrude into Jones’s house, and a self-interested reason to save his own life.  The question is whether Smith is morally required to stay out of Jones’s house.  The popular response would be no.  But let’s suppose, for a moment, that the answer is yes.  If Smith were morally required to stay out of Jones’s house, then Darwall would have to say that that moral requirement overrides Smith’s self-interested reason to break in.  But this conclusion is difficult to accept, and it is even more difficult to see how we can get such a conclusion out of the original position.  For it is reasonable to suppose that from behind a veil of ignorance one would be somewhat risk-averse (although perhaps not to such an extent that one would choose a maximin distributive rule).  Or we might suppose, as Rawls does, that the parties to the original position would be very concerned to guarantee for themselves at the very least some satisfactory level of well-being, but considerably less concerned to secure for themselves a higher level.
 Either way, a constraint dictating that one must choose one’s own death over the violation of someone else’s property rights would hardly seem attractive in the original position.  These considerations make it difficult to accept that the parties to the original position would choose to have moral demands override all others.  


If Darwall is to construct an effective defense of moral overridingness, he cannot accept that that Smith’s self-interested reason overrides the moral requirement.  However, as we have just seen, it is difficult to accept that the moral requirement overrides the self-interested reason.  Darwall’s best bet is to do what most theorists would do: deny that, in the case described, Smith is morally required to stay out of Jones’s house.  I can think of three possible arguments for this conclusion, corresponding to the three appeals I introduced in Chapter 2.  

To briefly summarize: Given any scenario in which it appears that morality conflicts with self-interest, Darwall faces a dilemma.  Either he affirms that, in the given case, self-interest overrides the moral requirement, or he denies this.  If he affirms it, then he must admit that the OT is false.  If he denies it, then he has two possible strategies.  First, he could maintain that the moral requirement overrides the self-interested reason.  Now for Darwall when two reasons conflict we must appeal to an original position-style thought experiment to determine which overrides the other.  Certainly for some possible conflicts it will seem plausible that the parties to the original position would want the moral requirement to override the self-interested reason, but for other possible conflicts—the Smith/Jones cases, for instance—this will not seems plausible.  Therefore, for at least some cases he will have to rely on a second strategy: using one of the three appeals to argue that there is no conflict.  

I argued in Chapter 2 that there is a range of cases for which none of the three appeals will work.  But Darwall, as I have explained, does not need to use one of the three appeals in every case.  He needs to use the three appeals in those conflict cases in which the parties to the original position would not want the moral requirement to override the non-moral reason.  The question, then, is whether the three appeals will work in all of those cases.  There is a good reason to doubt that they will.  The three appeals fail in those cases in which a moral requirement conflicts with a non-moral reason that is not grounded in well-being.  (This is not to imply that they succeed in all other cases.) This puts Darwall in the position of having to say that in every case in which a moral requirement conflicts with a non-well-being-based non-moral reason, the parties to the original position would want the moral requirement to override.  We should be skeptical of generalizations like this, especially when they rely on contingent matters like human desires.
 At the very least, we should withhold our belief until Darwall has supplied us with the necessary argument.


 I want now to take a closer look at Korsgaard’s argument.  The “problem of the normative,” as Korsgaard puts it, is that our capacity for reflection—our “humanity”—forces us to think about whether we should act on our impulses.  This gives rise to a need for reasons (92-3). We have impulses (or desires, if you prefer) upon which we can reflect in order to determine whether they are worth acting upon, but in order to make that determination in any particular case we need to recognize a reason for or against so acting.  We are reflective, and so we need reasons in order for our reflection to result in action.  


Identifying the sources of such reasons is Korsgaard’s positive project.  It is, unfortunately, difficult to appreciate the importance of the positive project if one is not familiar with her negative project.  For one might want to respond to her construal of the problem of the normative: ‘The problem, in fact, is that we have reasons to do things, and the solution is to discover them.’ Now in the first chapter of her book, Korsgaard argues at length that this alternative understanding of the problem of the normative and its solution is inadequate.  The chapter is very long and I can do no more here outline the argument Korsgaard uses.  The basic idea is that since we are reflective, we can always doubt whether the supposed consideration is actually a reason.  If we have serious doubts, then such considerations will not motivate us.  And if we aren’t motivated by them, then they aren’t reasons (invoking the internalist requirement on reasons).

Korsgaard holds that our humanity, aside from being the source of our need to have reasons, is also the source of those reasons.  We have reason to act on our impulses just in case upon reflection we endorse them (93-4).  Korsgaard goes on to say that we confer or withhold our endorsement based on whether, on reflection, we find that we are able to identify with the principle or law that says that we ought to act on that impulse.  We must determine whether that principle is expressive of who we are (100).
 But we are all many things—parents, children, citizens of a certain nation, members of a certain religious group, etc.  To use Korsgaard’s terminology, we each have many practical identities (or perspectives from which we view the world, to use Darwall’s terminology).  A practical identity is a “conception under which you value yourself and find your life to be worth living and your actions to be worth undertaking” (123). Korsgaard claims that each of us values him or herself as a human—that is, as a reflective person—and so there is one practical identity we all share.
 Importantly, however, this identity is the source of moral reasons.  (I will not review Korsgaard’s argument for this.  It is given on pp. 132-45.) For this reason, Korsgaard calls this practical identity ‘moral identity.’

The stage is now set for the question of overridingness.  We each have several practical identities that give us practical reasons.  It would be unrealistically optimistic to hope that none of those practical reasons ever conflict.  Moreover, some of those conflicts are going to be between moral reasons and reasons of other kinds, and we will want to know what we ought, simpliciter, to do in such cases.

Suppose that you act contrary to your moral reasons.  In that particular instance, you treat your moral identity as if it weren’t normative.  Moreover, since your moral identity is the conception of yourself under which you value your humanity, in acting immorally you treat your humanity as if it weren’t normative.  That is, you deny the importance of acting on reasons.  Therefore, one cannot take oneself to have a reason to act immorally, and so immoral behavior cannot pass the reflective endorsement test.  This means that one cannot, in fact, have a reason to act immorally.  Immoral behavior, then, is never rational.  Therefore one always ought, simpliciter, to do what one morally ought to do.  The OT is true.

Now I do not mean to imply that Korsgaard has ever explicitly endorsed moral overridingness; to my knowledge she never has.
 But as I hope to have shown, Korsgaard’s moral theory provides the materials for an argument in defense of the OT.  With or without Korsgaard’s endorsement, it is worth examining whether the argument is sound.

One problem is that it is not clear how failing to act on one’s moral reasons is sufficient for treating one’s moral identity as if it weren’t normative.  For a practical identity to be normative is for it to be reason-giving.  There is no reason one cannot fail to act on certain reasons even while admitting their existence.  Indeed, one can even be motivated by the reasons that one fails to act upon—this would be necessary for them to qualify as reasons, according to Korsgaard.  Moreover, Korsgaard pays a steep price for claiming that to fail to act on one’s moral reasons amounts to a denial of the normativity of one’s practical identity.  For this leads to the claim that one cannot have a reason to act immorally.  Like Darwall, Korsgaard is at risk of purchasing moral overridingness at the price of denying the possibility of the very conflict that the OT is supposed to solve.  Having offered an argument for this in Chapter 2, I now take the existence of conflicts of moral and non-moral reasons as a datum. 

There is also a move Korsgaard makes early on in this argument when she is describing the problem of the normative that I want to call into question.  She claims that, “If the problem is that our perceptions and desires might not withstand reflective scrutiny, then the solution is that they might” (93). This much seems right.  Korsgaard goes on to describe the process of reflection as involving the adoption of practical identities, which in turn give us the reasons we are looking for.  There seems to be another possibility, however.  Adopting a practical identity might be a way of resolving to act on reasons that were already there, as opposed to being a way of giving oneself reasons.  For instance, I am a citizen.  But whether I self-identify as a citizen is up to me.  Suppose I do.  How are we to interpret this?  Korsgaard would say that I have given myself reasons to do things that citizens are supposed to do.  But there are two problems.  First, Korsgaard owes us an explanation of why I would choose to self-identify as a citizen.  Second, it is simply more intuitive to say that since I was already a citizen, I already had reasons to do things that citizens are supposed to do, and that by adopting that practical identity I resolve to act on those reasons.  Korsgaard, as we saw earlier, thinks it gets us nowhere, in solving the normative problem, to simply state certain reasons exist.  But it is difficult to see how her own solution doesn’t require her to say just this.  

To better understand the first problem—the need for an explanation of why I would choose to self-identify as a citizen—consider Thomas Nagel’s response to Korsgaard in The Sources of Normativity.
 He offers the example of the person who accepts death as punishment for not betraying a number of other people to those who would kill them.  Korsgaard says that some people would rather die than lose their identity
, and this may well explain some cases of self-sacrifice.  If one self-identifies as a person of integrity, then betrayal in the interest of saving one’s own skin may simply not be an option.  But Nagel thinks this explanation falls short:

Even if he could get motivational help from thinking that he couldn’t live with himself if he saved his life by this method, that is not the final explanation—indeed it couldn’t be.  The real explanation is whatever would make it impossible for him to live with himself, and that is the non-first-personal reason against the betrayal.

Nagel is demanding an explanation for why it might violate one’s identity as a person of integrity to commit such betrayal.  The only decent explanation is that one would see that there were good reasons not to commit that act of betrayal.  To fill this out a bit more that Nagel does, the idea seems to be that one’s identity as a person of integrity must be tied up with acting on good reasons.  It might simply be that one conceives of oneself as a rational or virtuous person, or, as I suggested above, it might be that the adoption of a practical identity is a way of resolving to act on certain reasons. 


In fairness to Korsgaard, she does offer an alternative explanation of why we adopt practical identities.  To review, Korsgaard’s view is that we adopt practical identities in order to give ourselves reasons to endorse, or not endorse, our impulses and desires.  Any practical identity is acceptable so long as it doesn’t conflict with valuing the humanity of other people.  But Korsgaard can’t explain why we adopt one practical identity rather than another.  I have a desire to be well-read, but I also have a desire to become a champion cyclist.  I can’t be both.  How do I choose one identity over the other?  The natural answer, I think, is that I decide that one pursuit is more valuable than the other.  Korsgaard simply has no alternative.  She says that “we bind ourselves to do what it seems to us to be a good idea to do.”
 Does this “seeming” amount to anything more than the possession of a desire?  Certainly it must—to unreflectively act on a desire is to make reasons unnecessary—but how?


The second problem with Korsgaard’s use of practical identities, as I mentioned earlier, is that it implies that we have no practical reasons if we don’t adopt practical identities.  For instance, in the scenario laid out earlier, Korsgaard has to say that my being a citizen is insufficient for my having reasons to do the things that citizens are supposed to do; I must first incorporate citizenship as a practical identity.  Korsgaard seems to think that one does this by autonomously choosing to be a citizen.
 Only then does one have the corresponding practical reasons.


But Korsgaard, on pain of inconsistency, cannot accept this account, for it falls prey to the very objection that Korsgaard, borrowing from Samuel Clarke, levies against Hobbes (28-9).  First we assume, with Clarke and Korsgaard, that Hobbes wants to avoid committing himself to moral realism.  Now on one interpretation of Hobbes, the social contract creates obligations because fidelity is a law of nature.  In other words, by nature one is obligated to keep one’s agreements.  Or, on an alternative explanation, one is obligated by nature to obey the sovereign.  But in order to accept that there are laws of nature, one has to accept at least a bit of moral realism.  So Hobbes simply sneaks realism in through the back door.  For this same reason Korsgaard cannot just say that one’s autonomous choice to be a citizen results in an obligation to do the things citizens are supposed to do.


So this is Korsgaard’s dilemma.  Our practical reasons and obligations must somehow arise from autonomous acts of our will, but we don’t want our reasons and obligations to be too much subject to choice, for then we might find that people don’t have the obligations we have always thought they had.  As a solution, Korsgaard might note that who we are constrains and often dictates how we self-identify.  If I am in fact a citizen, it will be very difficult for me not to self-identify as a citizen.  But as soon as I do, I have all the corresponding obligations of citizenship.  But the problem with this proposal is that a self-identification is more than an accurate description of oneself; it is also an evaluation.  For Korsgaard a practical identity is a “conception under which you value yourself and find your life to be worth living and your actions to be worth undertaking.” Well, what if I don’t value my citizenship or feel that it makes anything I do have any worth?  Korsgaard might say that if I didn’t value my citizenship, then I never would have become a citizen, since being a citizen is a choice (at least in free countries, and in unfree countries perhaps there really are no obligations of citizenship).  As useful as this reply is in this particular case, it isn’t widely applicable.  We tend to think that some role-based obligations exist even in the absence of a decision to occupy that role.  For instance, adults who accidentally conceive children are obligated to provide for them.

It seems we have no choice but to say that certain reasons and obligations exist independent of any process of self-identification.  But this means that the reflective endorsement test is not determinative of which considerations count as reasons.  Therefore, the fact (if it is a fact) that immoral behavior can’t pass the reflective endorsement test does not guarantee that one cannot have a reason to act immorally.  Hence, for all that Korsgaard has shown, it may be rational to do so, and Korsgaard’s argument for the OT is thereby undermined.

Hare

We turn now to R.M. Hare.
 In his Moral Thinking Hare claims that moral principles are overriding (MT 55) and then, over the next two pages, provides what is supposed to be an explanation of what it means for one principle to override another.  His train of thought, however, is difficult to follow.  The best interpretation of what Hare means, I think, is that one principle overrides another just in case we ought to act on the one rather than the other when they conflict.

Assuming that this ‘ought’ is the ought of rationality, a proper grasp of Hare’s moral overridingness thesis requires an understanding of his views on practical rationality.  A choice (and, presumably, the action that results from it), according to Hare, is rational if and only if it is made in light of a grasp of all the relevant empirical facts as well as an understanding of the question being asked.
 Hence his comment that “rationality is in its primary sense a property of thought, and of actions in so far as they are the product of thought. (MT 214)”

Given this view, Hare needs to give an account of how one ought to think about a conflict between a moral principle and some non-moral consideration.  Providing this account is the main purpose of Moral Thinking.  Hare begins by distinguishing two levels of thinking.  The first level is called the ‘intuitive level.’ At this level we make use of prima facie principles in order to decide what to do.
 An example of a prima facie principle is ‘one ought never to do an act which is an instance of promise-breaking.’ (MT 32) The second level is the ‘critical level.’ Here we employ critical thinking in order to (a) determine which prima facie principles we ought to accept (according to a calculation of acceptance-utility), and (b) derive ‘critical principles’ (so-called to differentiate them from prima facie principles) to resolve conflicts that arise between prima facie principles in various situations (MT 39-41).  Hare does not provide examples of critical principles.  What he does say is that they are tailored to resolve specific conflicts and can be of unlimited specificity (MT 41).

Oddly, in his comments on moral overridingness (MT 55-7) Hare makes no mention of an appeal to second-level principles; he simply says that to treat a first-level moral principle as overriding is to act on it when it conflicts with a first-level non-moral principle.  But we can make room again for second-level principles by making use of Kant’s distinction between acting on a principle and acting in accordance with a principle.  Suppose some moral principle tells us to (, and some non-moral principle tells us to not-(.  Further, suppose critical thinking on the issue yields a principle that says that in this particular situation one ought to (.  By (-ing, we thereby act in accordance with the moral principle.  Perhaps, then, what Hare meant to say, when discussing moral overridingness, is that to let one principle override another is just to think that we ought to act in accordance with one rather than the other.  In any event, this is the charitable interpretation.

Part of what Hare must mean, then, in claiming that moral principles are overriding, is that in cases of conflict between moral and non-moral prima facie principles correct critical thinking will always yield a principle whose verdict in the particular case to which it applies is the same as the verdict of the moral prima facie principle.  In other words, critical thinking always comes down on the side of morality.  No critical principle ever recommends immoral behavior.

Two questions now present themselves.  First, what if two critical moral principles conflict with each other?  Hare’s answer is that critical principles, tailored as they are to resolve specific conflicts, are so specific that they cannot come into conflict with one another (MT 60).  Second, what if two prima facie moral principles conflict with each other?  Anticipating this objection, Hare qualifies his claim that all moral principles are overriding.  The revised claim is that only critical principles are overriding (MT 57-60).  

The necessary ingredients for an argument for moral overridingness are now in place:

1. It is rational for A to ( iff (-ing is permitted by the principle that results from correct critical thinking about the situation.

2. The principles that result from correct critical thinking about a situation are critical principles.

3. Therefore, it is rational for A to ( iff (-ing is permitted by the relevant critical principle. (1,2)

4. No critical principle ever permits immoral behavior.

5. Therefore, it is never rational to behave immorally. (3,4)

This conclusion is equivalent to the OT.

Premise one seems unimpeachable, and premise two is true by stipulative definition.  Therefore, the only possible target for an attack is premise four.  Let us, then, see whether that premise stands up to close scrutiny.  (While Hare doesn’t endorse moral overridingness until Moral Thinking, some of the steps necessary for his defense of premise four are contained exclusively in his earlier work, Freedom and Reason.  Therefore my discussion will range over both books, switching from one to the other as necessary.) 

The driving idea behind both Freedom and Reason and Moral Thinking is that it is possible to deduce rules of moral reasoning from the meanings of moral terms (FR 4; MT 2-4).  Critical thinking about moral matters is moral reasoning, and hence the rules of critical thinking will be determined by the meanings of moral terms.  Therefore, before analyzing premise four, we need to outline Hare’s theory of the meanings of moral terms. 

For Hare, moral language is prescriptive.  The primary meaning of any moral judgment is a prescription,
 which can be stated in the form of an imperative.
 So, “You ought not (,” is to be interpreted as “Don’t (.”
 In addition, there is a secondary, descriptive meaning to moral judgments (FR chap. 2; MT chap. 4).  For a judgment to have a descriptive meaning is only for there to be rules governing the correct use of its predicates (FR 7-10).  One rule that applies to any judgment with descriptive meaning is universalizability.  

To explain universalizability, Hare provides, as an example, the purely descriptive judgment that ‘X is red.’ “If a person says that a thing is red,” Hare says, “he is committed to the view that anything which was like it in the relevant respects would likewise would be red.” (FR 11) Now the claim ‘anything like this would be red,’ is universal.  Although ‘this’ is a singular term, it can be replaced by a term that describes the respects in which the term referred to by ‘this’ is red (FR 13).  Since making a descriptive judgment commits one to a further judgment that can be expressed in universal terms, “the thesis that descriptive judgments are universalizable is a quite trivial thesis. (FR 14)” Similarly, if one calls some X good, one is committed to calling any X like it (in the relevant respects) good (FR 15).  This is because anything that is good must be good in virtue of certain of its characteristics (the so-called ‘relevant respects’).  Moral judgments, therefore, have a descriptive meaning and are universalizable.  Later Hare claims that this analysis covers evaluative judgments generally (FR 26-7).


Here is what we have so far.  The use of predicates in judgments is governed by a rule known as universalizability.  For a judgment to be universalizable is for it to be the case that anyone who makes the judgment is thereby committed to that judgment’s universal counterpart.  What, then, is the rule?  Hare doesn’t say.  The most reasonable interpretation is this: Anyone who makes a judgment should accept that judgment’s universal counterpart.
 For instance, anyone who judges X to be red should also accept that anything like X in the relevant respects is red.  There is nothing troublesome about this so far.  What is troubling is that Hare says that the universalizability rule applies to all judgments, whereas in fact this rule cannot be applied to evaluative judgments.  The easiest way to see why this cannot be done is to try to do it. 

Applying the universalizability rule to evaluative judgments, we get the following claim: anyone who makes a singular evaluative judgment ought to accept the judgment’s universal counterpart.  But this rule, itself, is an evaluative judgment, since it contains an evaluative term: ought (FR 26-7).  Its descriptive meaning, then, would be: anyone who makes the singular evaluative judgment—“anyone who makes a singular evaluative judgment should accept the judgment’s universal counterpart”—should accept that judgment’s universal counterpart.  And the descriptive meaning of this latter judgment would be: anyone who makes the singular evaluative judgment—“anyone who makes the singular evaluative judgment—‘anyone who makes a singular evaluative judgment should accept the judgment’s universal counterpart’—should accept that judgment’s universal counterpart”—should accept that judgment’s universal counterpart.  The problem here is that Hare’s analysis of the descriptive meaning of evaluative judgments contains an evaluative judgment, and consequently leads to an infinite regress.  We are left unable to understand the descriptive meaning of Hare’s analysis of the descriptive meaning of evaluative judgments, and therefore Hare cannot help us understand the descriptive meaning of any evaluative judgment.


This result must be avoided at all costs.  Hare’s project is to deduce rules of moral reasoning from the meanings of moral judgments.  If he cannot provide a non-regressive analysis of the descriptive meaning of evaluative judgments, of which moral judgments are a species, then his project will not get off the ground.
 Furthermore, he will not be able to defend premise four of his argument for moral overridingness, which states that all critical principles are moral principles.  As I have mentioned, critical principles are those that result from correct critical thinking, and the rules of critical thinking are supposed to be derived from the meanings of evaluative judgments.  But Hare is in danger of providing a viciously regressive analysis of the meanings of evaluative judgments. 

I see no way to avoid this problem.  However, let us assume, for the sake of argument, that somehow it can be avoided.  If it can, then Hare will have established that the universalizability rule applies to critical thinking about evaluative judgments, and he will be able to make the following defense of premise 4 of the moral overridingness argument: Suppose that in any case of conflict between a moral principle and a non-moral principle, where according to the moral principle, one ought to (, and according to the non-moral principle one ought to not-(, critical thinking, so long as it conforms to the given requirement, will lead to the conclusion that one ought to (.  Given this, all critical principles are moral principles, which is just what premise 4 says. 


Hare certainly does want to establish that whatever rules apply to the use of moral judgments apply to evaluative judgments generally, but all he says by way of argument for this is that since evaluative judgments, like moral judgments, contain terms like “ought” and “must” that are universalizable, the universalizability requirement must apply to them (MT 54).  At first blush, this seems to be of no help to us.  We are trying to find out whether the universalizability requirement applies to evaluative judgments, and Hare tells us that it does, because evaluative judgments are universalizable!  But perhaps there really is a non-question-begging argument to be found.  Hare may be saying that the basis of an evaluative judgment’s universalizability in the sense we are concerned about—evaluative universalizability—is its descriptive universalizability.  The argument, on this interpretation, would go like this.  If the truth of any singular evaluative judgment entails the truth of a universally quantified evaluative judgment, then anyone who accepts a singular evaluative judgment should accept the universally quantified judgment that it entails.  Modus ponens.


I want to attack the major premise.  Unfortunately, as a result of his failure to clearly distinguish the two senses of universalizability, Hare is unable to provide a defense of the premise.  We are left to wonder how to connect descriptive universalizability to evaluative universalizability.  Hare gives us a hint, however, when he says, in his 1979 article “What Makes Choices Rational?,” that anyone who makes a singular moral prescription “is saying something which commits him, in consistency, to issuing similar prescriptions to anyone in an identical situation.”
 The idea, it seems, is that consistency requires one to issue (or perhaps at least assent to) any prescription entailed by one’s previously-issued prescriptions.  But why should anyone be consistent in this sense?  Consistency is a virtue of moral thought and action, which is captured in the often-used injunction to ‘treat like cases alike.’ So it makes sense to say that one should be consistent in one’s moral judgments.  But it is hard to see what the argument would be for the claim that one should be consistent in one’s evaluative judgments, more generally.  One might suggest that consistency is a virtue of thought and action, simpliciter.  This, however, seems false.  People who are inconsistent in their moral thoughts and actions are for that reason called bigoted, chauvinistic, or hypocritical.  People who are inconsistent in their amoral thoughts and actions, on the other hand, are accordingly called particular, fickle, or unpredictable.  Such words imply no criticism.
 All the same, criticism might be appropriate.  But any theorist who tries to establish that it is owes us an error theory—an explanation of why we tend to speak as if it is not. 

Another way of making the same point is this.  The evaluative judgments with which we are concerned here, when universally quantified, range over all moral agents.  Therefore, accepting such universally quantified judgments requires accepting that they should apply to everyone, even oneself.  The key difference, then, between accepting a singular evaluative judgment and a universal evaluative judgment is that only in the former case can one be certain whether that judgment will, in the actual world, apply to oneself.  In the case of the latter sort of judgment, one must decide to accept or reject it without knowing one’s particular role in the situation(s) to which it applies.  This absence of indexical information mirrors the requirements imposed by Rawls’s ‘original position’ and Nagel’s ‘view from nowhere.’ But surely in reasoning from the original position, or in taking up the view from nowhere, we take up a distinctly moral point of view.  The same goes for reasoning about whether one can accept a universally quantified evaluative judgment.  Hare, of course, has to deny this.  Ironically, however, he seems to concede the point when he says that ignoring one’s role in the particular situation to which the judgment applies is what “turns selfish prudential reasoning into moral reasoning.” (FR 94)

We have been examining the major premise in Hare’s argument for premise four of his argument for the OT: if the truth of any singular evaluative judgment entails the truth of a universally qualified judgment, then anyone who accepts a singular evaluative judgment should accept the universally qualified judgment that it entails.  Now this conditional’s antecedent is certainly true.  But the foregoing considerations establish a presumptive case against the consequent.  Consequently, we ought to be skeptical about the truth of the major premise in the argument for premise four of Hare’s argument for the OT, and hence skeptical about premise four itself.  It seems Hare’s argument for the OT is on shaky ground.

Chapter Four: Reasons Incomparability

The Widespread Incomparability Thesis

In the previous chapter I argued that the best arguments in favor of moral overridingness fail.  This being the case, we lack a good reason to believe that in all the cases in which a moral requirement conflicts with a non-moral requirement, the moral requirement is weightier.  It is natural to jump from this conclusion to the further conclusion that we have good reason to believe that there are cases in which a non-moral requirement is weightier than a conflicting moral requirement.  But the validity of this inference depends on the truth of the unstated assumption that moral and non-moral reasons can be weighed against one another.  In this chapter I challenge that assumption.  I will argue that for any moral reason x, and for any non-moral reason y, it is false that x is stronger than y, y is stronger than x, or x and y are equally strong.  Call this the widespread incomparability thesis.

The platitude of practical reason, which I defended in Chapter 1, says that one rationally ought to act on one’s strongest reason.  Therefore, the widespread incomparability thesis, which says that moral and non-moral reasons cannot be compared strength wise, would, if it were true, not only make it impossible to establish that we are ever rationally obligated to violate a moral requirement, but also make it impossible to establish that we are even rationally obligated to fulfill a moral requirement in any case in which fulfilling that requirement requires failing to act on a non-moral reason.  But surely this latter claim is one that we would like to establish as true if we can.  This is because of the finality of the rational ought—an aspect of it that was highlighted in Chapter 1.  If I rationally ought to ( then there can be no justification for (-ing.  Unfortunately, it seems to me that the truth of the widespread incomparability thesis should lead us to adopt a skeptical position toward the possibility of there being something that one rationally ought to do in cases in which a moral requirement conflicts with a non-moral reason, and in the next chapter I will discuss the consequences of such skepticism.

My argument for the widespread incomparability thesis is simple.  For a comparative relation to hold between the strengths of a moral and a non-moral reason, there would have to be a basis of comparison.  There is no such basis of comparison.  Therefore, no comparative relations hold between the strengths of moral and non-moral reasons.  The argument is deductively valid.  Before defending the premises, I will have a couple of things to say by way of explanation.  First I will try to explain as precisely as possible what incomparability is.  Next I will explain why I have decided to depart from tradition by discussing the comparability of reasons instead of values.  With these clarifications in hand, I will proceed to defend the premises.

What Incomparability Is—Three Clarifications

(1) For some x and some y to be incomparable with respect to characteristic V, is for it to be false that (a) x is more V than y, (b) x is less V than y, or (c) x is equally as V as y.  One assumption I am making is that these three comparative relations are the only ones there are.  This claim has been disputed by Ruth Chang, James Griffin and Derek Parfit,
 who think that ‘parity’ (Chang) or ‘rough equality’ (Griffin and Parfit) constitutes a fourth comparative relation.  The payoff of positing that parity or rough equality is a comparative relation is the ability to undermine the “small steps” argument for incomparability.


The small steps argument goes like this.  First, take any x, y, and V for which we would not want to say that x is more V than y, nor would we want to say that y is more V than x. For instance, we might not want to say that Michelangelo was more creative than Mozart, but we might also not want to say that Mozart was more creative than Michelangelo.  (If you would be willing to say one of these things, then fill in the variables however it suits you.) Assume comparability holds.  It follows that x is equally as V as y.  In our case, it follows that Michelangelo was equally as creative as Mozart.  Now we introduce Michalengelo2, an imaginary character who is just like Michelangelo, but slightly less creative (this is the “small step”).  Would we be willing to say that Michelangelo2 is less creative than Mozart?  Probably not.  But surely he is not more creative either.  And so, again assuming comparability holds, Michelangelo2 is equally as creative as Mozart.  But now we can no longer say that Mozart was equally as creative as Michelangelo.  Mozart cannot be equally as creative as two people who are not themselves equally creative.  And so we must reject the assumption that comparability holds.


The possibility of parity or rough equality disrupts this argument.  Given that there is a fourth evaluative relation, it would not follow from our unwillingness to say that Mozart is more or less creative than Michelangelo that they are equally creative.  It might instead be the case that they are on a par, or roughly equal, with respect to creativity.  The same might be said for Mozart and Michelangelo2.  And so we would not be forced to say that Mozart is equally as creative as two people who are not themselves equally creative.


I will not be using the small steps argument in support of the widespread incomparability thesis; I will be using the no-basis-of-comparison argument.  If I am right that there is no basis of comparison for the strengths of moral and non-moral reasons, and that a basis of comparison is required for comparability, then no comparative relation of strength—stronger than, weaker than, roughly as strong as, what have you—can hold between moral and non-moral reasons.  Consequently, the existence of a parity or rough equality relation would not affect my argument.  So, for the sake of simplicity, I will assume that there is no fourth comparative relation.

(2) As Chang notes, there are at the most general level two ways in which some x and some y might fail to be comparable with respect to V.
,
 First, it may be the case that to ascribe V to x, y, or both x and y is to commit a category mistake.  This is the way in which North America and the year 2005 are incomparable with respect to honesty.  Chang calls this sort of failure of comparison non-comparability.  Second, it may be the case that V can be ascribed to x and y, yet none of the three comparative relations hold between x and y with respect to V.  So, for instance, it may be the case that Michelangelo and Mozart are both creative, yet neither one is more creative than the other, nor are they equally creative.  Chang calls this sort of failure incomparability.  In this chapter I will be arguing that moral and non-moral reasons are incomparable with respect to strength.

(3) Comparability is not commensurability, as Chang usefully points out.
  ‘Commensurable’ means measurable on the same scale.  Measurement, as commonly understood, requires a unit.  So for x and y to be commensurable with respect to V requires (a) that there is a scale of V, (b) that there are units of V-ness, and (c) that both x and y have some number of units of V-ness according to which their place on the scale of V is determined.  By contrast, for x and y to be comparable with respect to V there need only be an ordinal scale; a scale with units is not necessary.  An ordinal scale representation is possible when, and only when, the completeness and transitivity requirements are met with regard to the items being represented.

In our case, completeness requires that one of the three comparative relations holds between each of the reasons being represented.  That is, for all reasons x, and all reasons y, it is the case that either x is stronger than y, or y is stronger than x, or x and y are equally strong.  Transitivity requires that for any comparative relation that holds between two reasons x and y and two reasons y and z, that same relation must hold with respect to x and z. 

I will assume without argument that the transitivity requirement is met; our task here is to determine whether the completeness requirement is met.  Once we are finished, we will know whether moral and non-moral reasons are comparable in strength.  Whether they are commensurable is an entirely different concern, although incomparability does guarantee incommensurability.


 I do not mean to imply that the terms have been used this way in the literature; for the most part, theorists have used the term ‘commensurability’ to cover both what I am calling commensurability and what I am calling comparability.  The point in giving the two relations different names is to help distinguish them, which is necessary in order to have a proper discussion of either.  This, I suspect, was Chang’s motivation as well.

Reasons, Not Values

The ‘no basis of comparison’ argument for incomparability has been around since at least the late 1970s.  Thomas Nagel and Bernard Williams both argued that since, as they believed, there were several distinct sources of value, there could be no single basis of comparison for all values.
 My argument will differ from these in that I will focus on reasons.  Now it might be suggested that there is widespread incomparability of values if and only if there is widespread incomparability of reasons, and so it does not matter whether we frame the discussion in terms or reasons or in terms of values.  This claim, presumably, is motivated by two assumptions.  First, all reasons are grounded in value.  Second, the strength of a reason is the strength of the value in which it is grounded.  Therefore, any incomparability among values would necessarily result in incomparability in reasons (incomparability among values implies incomparability among reasons) and there could not be incomparability among reasons unless there was also incomparability among values (incomparability among reasons implies incomparability among values).  But both of the assumptions can be questioned.


Before raising doubts about these assumptions, I should say something about what I take values to be.  I take it that, for any X, where X is a state of affairs or someone’s engaging in some action, X is of value just in case X makes the world a better place, pro tanto.

First, it is an open question whether all reasons are, in fact, grounded in value.
 Suppose I think that cows have three stomachs.  Now let us stipulate that there will never come a time in which it will make any difference, in my life or anyone else’s, that I have this belief.  Still, I take it as uncontroversial that since the belief is mistaken, I have a reason to revise it.  Yet it is hard to accept that the world will become a better place, even trivially, if I do.  Our intuitions in this case seem to push us toward accepting that some epistemic reasons are not value-based.  Consider, in addition, the reason to promote an egalitarian distribution of resources or welfare.  Jonathan Wolff has argued that we have such a reason even when achieving the more egalitarian distribution would require “levelling down”—reducing the welfare of, or resources available to, some people without increasing the welfare of, or resources available to, other people.
 Again, we have a reason that is clearly not welfare-based, and it is not obvious that any other values are at stake.  One might suggest that a state of affairs in which resources or welfare are distributed equally makes the world a better place, and thus equality is of value, but it is at least coherent to claim that we have a reason to promote egalitarian distributions without claiming that doing so makes the world a better place.
 

Another example: We all agree that we have reasons to keep our promises and respond truthfully to questions we are asked.  But if promise-keeping and truth-telling had value, in and of themselves, then we would have reasons not only to keep promises and respond truthfully to questions, but also to make promises (to give ourselves opportunities to realize the value of keeping them) and solicit questions (to give ourselves opportunities to realize the value of responding truthfully).  It seems we are better off saying that fidelity-based reasons are non-value-based.
 Finally, it is at least an open question whether deontological reasons are value-based.  One reason to think they are not is that if they were then deontology would be nothing more than a brand of consequentialism.  A sophisticated consequentialism, along the lines suggested by Amartya Sen,
 could construe right-upholding as a consequence of an action (stretching a bit our conception of what a consequence is), assign it a value, and then take it into account along with all the other consequences.
 A second reason to think that deontological reasons are not value-based is that, if they were, we might get counterintuitive results in certain cases.  Consider the famous Transplant Case in which some number of terminal patients could be saved by killing an innocent, healthy person and disbursing his organs.
 The duty of non-maleficence is important, everyone will agree, but if it is value-based then the disvalue of killing the innocent person will be outweighed if the number of people saved in so doing is large enough, unless deontological values trump others.
 There would then seem to be no moral barrier to doing so.

Thus we have good reasons for thinking that epistemic, egalitarian, fidelity-based and deontological reasons are non-value-based.  I think similarly compelling arguments could be made with regard to consistency-based reasons, and at least somewhat plausible arguments, along these lines, could be made with respect to aesthetic reasons.  None of this is conclusive, of course.  It is possible that these six categories of reasons do not actually exist, or that, despite appearances, they are grounded in value.  My aim has been only to show that it remains open for doubt whether all reasons are grounded in value.

Second, it is also an open question whether, for those reasons that are grounded in value, their strength is the strength of the value that grounds them.  And this is because different kinds of reasons are responsive to values in different ways.  Let’s take moral and welfare reasons (reasons to promote people’s welfare) as our sample case.  There are at least two differences in how these reasons respond to value.  First, moral reasons are less responsive than welfare reasons to value aggregation.  Suppose we are to choose between two worlds, A and B.  In world A, there are a million people, each of whom has a life barely worth living.  In world B there are 1,000 people, each of whom has a pretty good life.  Suppose there is more total well-being in world A.  If this is the case, then the welfare reasons favor world A.  However, it is highly doubtful that the moral reasons favor world A.
 This may be because the moral reasons are not responsive to every incremental gain in well-being.  Here we have a case in which the strengths of the moral reasons are not equal to the strength of the value that grounds them.
 

Second, moral reasons are responsive to the way value is distributed among various people; welfare reasons are not.  Morality may, for instance, favor egalitarian or prioritarian distributions of welfare or resources.  On the other hand there does not seem to be any direct connection between distribution and welfare reasons.
 Suppose World A contains only two populations, x and y, and the members of x each have a welfare level of 10, while the members of y each have a welfare level of 20.  Compare that to World B in which all the members of both x and y have a welfare level of 14.  It seems that there are stronger welfare reasons to promote World A, but stronger moral reasons to promote World B.

Third, moral reasons exhibit a measure of agent-relativity that welfare reasons do not.
 Suppose Bobby can attend college only if someone steps forward to pay his tuition.  Attending college would increase Bobby’s welfare, and so we all have a welfare reason to pay his tuition.  The strength of that reason is the same for all of us.  Perhaps, in addition, there is something to be said morally for paying Bobby’s tuition.  Certainly, however, in normal circumstances, the people with the strongest duty (or perhaps the only people with any duty at all) to pay Bobby’s tuition, if they can, are Bobby’s parents.  This is because they have an agent-relative reason to do so that the rest of us do not have.  How strong of a moral reason one has to improve X’s well-being depends not just on the size of the potential improvement in X’s well-being, but also in part on what special relation, if any, one bears to X.  This is part of what we mean when we talk about the agent-relativity of moral reasons.

If it were the case that the strength of a value-grounded reason is the strength of the value that grounds it, then none of this would be possible.  Consequently I think we have good reasons to doubt that incomparability among values necessitates incomparability among reasons.

What I hope to have done so far is cast doubt on the claim that there is widespread incomparability among reasons if and only if there is widespread incomparability among values.
 Therefore, it is of great importance which question we try to answer.  So I want to explain why I have decided to investigate the question of whether there is incomparability among reasons.  I concede that the possibility of there being widespread incomparability among values is of much theoretical interest, but whether there is widespread incomparability among reasons is of great theoretical and practical interest.  For it is often said that the possibility of rationally justified choice depends on our ability to compare the applicable reasons.  The truth of the widespread incomparability thesis would force us to reconsider this claim, at least with respect to decisions that involve moral and non-moral reasons.  Much more will be said about this in the next chapter. 

The Argument for the Widespread Incomparability Thesis

To review, my argument for the widespread incomparability thesis proceeds as follows:

1. For a comparative relation to hold between the strengths of a moral and a non-moral reason, there would have to be a basis of comparison for the strengths of moral and non-moral reasons.  

2. There is no basis of comparison for the strengths of moral and non-moral reasons.  

3. Therefore, no comparative relations hold between the strengths of moral and non-moral reasons.

The Argument for Premise One, Part I: The Need for a Basis of Comparison

The argument for the first premise is simple and intuitive.  Suppose x is more V than y, where V is some evaluative or normative property
 and x and y are the (purported) bearers of that property.  There must be some facts about x and y—let’s call them ABC—that make this true.  (These are the “relevant respects,” to use Hare’s terminology.) In addition, there must be some standard of V-ness that makes ABC relevant to the relative V-ness of x and y.  Whatever that standard is is what I am calling the basis of comparison.  And so for any comparative relation to hold between x and y with respect to V, there must be a basis of comparison.  For instance, suppose Bob is more successful than Marty.  There must be some facts about Bob and Marty that make this so.  For instance, Bob may have a rewarding job, the respect and admiration of his peers, and a loving family, while Marty lacks all of these things.  Further, there must be some standard of success that makes having a rewarding job, the respect and admiration of one’s peers, and a loving family relevant to whether one is successful.  And, indeed, there is.  It does not have an official name, nor is it applicable in a formulaic way, but it is there nonetheless, and we use it all the time.  This standard, which we might call “success,” is the basis of comparison for judgments of successfulness.

Premise one of the argument for the widespread incomparability thesis is just an instance of the universal truth that for any comparative relation to hold between x and y with respect to V, there must be a basis of comparison.

In this chapter we will be discussing two kinds of bases of comparison—both of them types of normative standard.  A normative standard is an ideal of behavior that we have reason to live up to.  A substantive normative standard I define as a normative standard that grounds reasons and structures the normative relations they bear to one another.  I will label all non-substantive normative standards “formal” normative standards.  The other kind of basis of comparison is a substantive evaluative standard.  I define an evaluative standard as an ideal by which we can judge how valuable something is, and a substantive evaluative standard as an evaluative standard that grounds values and structures the normative relations they bear to one another.  In both cases, one of the normative relations is the ‘stronger than’ relation.
 This is why normative and evaluative standards, when they are substantive, can serve as bases of comparison.

An illustration: Suppose the end of the workday is approaching, and I am hungry.  Given this, I have a reason to eat.  However, stopping to eat would cause me to leave work later, which would mean fighting traffic when I finally do leave.  So I have a reason to not eat as well.  Suppose that the former reason is stronger than the latter.  Among the truth-makers for this proposition—the ABCs—are the intensity of my hunger and how irritating it would be to fight traffic.  What makes the intensity of my hunger relevant to the strength of my reason to eat and makes the irksomeness of traffic relevant to the strength of my reason to not eat is my well-being.  How much better eating would make me feel is relevant to my well-being, and my well-being has something to say about how intense my hunger must be, and how irritating fighting traffic must be, for the reason in favor of eating to be stronger than the reason against.  The basis of comparison in this case is my well-being, which is a substantive normative standard.  

As an example of a formal normative standard I offer prudence.  Prudence is a standard of behavior that tells one to act on one’s strongest well-being-based reason, but it does not ground any reasons.
 For instance, it is not because of prudence that I have a reason to eat when I’m hungry.  One is in a position to invoke prudence only after one has appealed to the idea of well-being in order to determine what one has reason to do.

As an example of a substantive evaluative standard I offer pleasure.  This standard grounds values like the value of eating a tasty meal or receiving a massage.  An example of a formal evaluative standard would be hedonism, a standard of value that says that the most valuable things are the ones that rank best on the standard of pleasure.

One worry that might arise here is that I am painting too mechanistic a picture of comparison.  Once we have a basis for determining the comparative V-ness of x and y, shouldn’t making such comparisons be a simple matter of measurement, as when one wants to compare the lengths of two pieces of string?  Not necessarily.  This would be the case only for those normative and evaluative bases of comparison that we understand well enough to formulate.  I don’t think we have any, but we can imagine what one would look like.  A formula representing a standard of aesthetic beauty, for instance might be a multi-variable formula with inputs such as interestingness, profundity, elegance, etc.  If we had such a formula, then aesthetic comparisons would be mechanistic.  But there is more than one way to skin a cat.  For those standards that we do not understand well enough to formulate, we make intuitive judgments about what the standard has to say on the facts of the case.  For instance, we have a standard of aesthetic beauty, and we use this standard combined with our powers of judgment to find that Michelangelo’s David is more beautiful that the average work of art.  And so it is not necessary that corresponding to every substantive normative and evaluative standard we have a mechanistic way to apply it.

I turn now to an objection to premise 1.

The Argument for Premise One, Part II: A Response to an Objection

James Griffin has an argument that appears to pose a threat to premise one of my argument for the widespread incomparability thesis.  While the argument focuses on the comparability of values, we will see that it has implications for the comparability of reasons.  

Griffin and I begin on common ground.  Just as I argued in Chapter 2 that there are is an irreducible plurality of reason-types, Griffin admits both that there is an irreducible plurality of prudential values
 and that we cannot reduce morality to well-being, or vice versa (128-33).  Yet he seems to deny that we need an evaluative standard in order to make comparisons among well-being-based values or between well-being-based and moral values (89, 160).
 He says that value is a quantitative attribute,
 and that we can rank substantive values—particular moral and well-being-based values—in terms of how strong those values are (89-90, 160).


Unfortunately, while Griffin has a lot to say about what well-being-based (or what he calls “prudential) value is, and a fair amount to say about what moral value is, he says almost nothing about what value is.  He implies that for something to have value is for it to be worth caring about (158, 160, 161).  If this is the case, and value is the basis for ranking substantive values, then moral and well-being-based values can be compared in terms of how much they are worth caring about.


Griffin’s approach to conflicts of moral and well-being-based values is an attempt to eliminate the need for an evaluative standard to serve as a basis of comparison.  We do not need to find a single standard for determining the strength of the moral value and the well-being-based value.  Rather, we abstract away from their specifically moral and well-being-based aspect and concentrate on the fact that these are both instantiations of value, simpliciter.
 It is then left to us only to determine which one instantiates more value; that is, which one is more worth caring about.


Before assessing the argument, I wish to point out that Griffin appears to be making a purely epistemic point about how we can make comparisons, whereas premise one in my argument is a metaphysical claim about the existence of comparative relations.  Griffin conceives of the problem of incomparability in a distinctly practical way.  He asks, “Will our measurement meet our needs?” (76) Griffin’s point is that sometimes we need to make evaluative comparisons on our way to deciding what to do, and the important question is whether, when the need arises, we will have the necessary resources at our disposal.  Nevertheless, Griffin surely must care about whether the comparisons we make will be correct, and so he cannot bypass the metaphysical question entirely.  If no comparative relation holds between x and y with respect to V, then of course one cannot correctly posit the existence of one.  Perhaps we can, as Griffin supposes, judge in some cases that x is more worth caring about than y, without using a basis of comparison.  But the question remains whether some x can be more worth caring about than some y in the absence of a basis of comparison.


We can now see two reasons why Griffin’s line of argument does not establish that there is no incomparability among values.
 First, intuitively, if there are facts about what is worth caring about, then there is a standard of careworthiness.  This is just another instance of the universal truth I originally argued for while making my argument for premise 1: comparisons require a standard to serve as a basis of comparison.  (Perhaps Griffin intends to object to this claim.  My point is that what he has said isn’t actually an objection.) So whether we have here is a modus ponens, or a modus tollens, depends on whether there is, in fact, a standard of careworthiness.  This is an open question.


The same goes for reasons.  Instead of focusing on how moral and well-being-based reasons differ—namely, in their grounds—we can focus on how they are similar: they are both species of reasons.  One might think that this obviates the need to use a normative standard as a basis of comparison.  Just as we can ask which values are most valuable—that is, most worth caring about—we can ask which reasons are strongest.  

To this point I have not said anything about what the strength of a reason is.  I am inclined to say that the strength of a reason is how strongly it counts in favor of whatever it counts in favor of, and that there are as many ways of counting more strongly in favor as there are substantive normative standards.
 So, for instance, the fact that (-ing would be an instance of killing an innocent person counts more strongly in favor of not-(-ing than does the fact that (-ing would be an instance of promise-breaking.  There is a substantive normative standard, morality, that makes this so.  Another example: the fact that (-ing would be an instance of telling an offensive joke counts more strongly in favor of not-(-ing than does the fact that (-ing would be an instance of interrupting someone.  Etiquette, another substantive normative standard, makes this so.  The basic point is that substantive normative standards determine how strongly reasons count in favor of whatever they count in favor of, and therefore determine how strong reasons are. 

The second problem with Griffin’s argument is that it has an order of explanation problem.  Griffin says that for something to be valuable is for it to be worth caring about.  I have been construing this as the claim that things are valuable in virtue of the fact that they are worth caring about.  (This sort of “in virtue of” relation is normally labeled ‘constitution.’) But this seems to get things backward.  Things are worth caring about in virtue of being valuable.
 Perhaps I have misinterpreted Griffin.  He may mean to posit an entirely different relation between being valuable and being worth caring about (Conceptual identity? Necessary coextension?).  But if the posited relation isn’t the constitution relation contained in my original gloss on Griffin’s argument, then the question of whether we can compare how worth caring about two things are is a red herring.  Ultimately, we are concerned with whether we can compare how valuable two things are.  If being worth caring about isn’t constitutive of being valuable, then nothing Griffin says moves us closer to identifying a way in which evaluative comparisons could be possible in the absence of a basis of comparison.


I want to return briefly to Griffin’s argument in order to see whether there is something salvageable in it.  The question we are dealing with is what could make it the case that x is more valuable than y.  Griffin says that what makes x more valuable than y is that x is more worth caring about than y.  (I am now interpreting Griffin to be making a metaphysical point.)  Now suppose there were no order of explanation problem here.  Still, I have demanded to be told what it is that makes x more worth caring about than y, and Griffin has not met that demand.  But there are two potential problems here.  First, is my demand unreasonable?  Second, couldn’t a similar demand be made of me?  Suppose Griffin were able to tell me what facts about x and y make x more worth caring about than y, and call these facts XYZ.  I would then be in a position to demand to be told what grounds XYZ.  And so on.  It appears I am simply confronting Griffin with a metaphysical regress problem for which no one has a satisfactory solution.  And by the same token, since the first premise of my argument for the widespread incomparability thesis says that facts about x and y, as they relate to a standard of comparison, are what make x more valuable than y, couldn’t Griffin demand that I tell him what grounds those facts?  And wouldn’t I have just as much trouble answering Griffin’s question as he would mine?  

Suppose then that we interpret Griffin’s claim that to be valuable is to be worth caring about as a conceptual claim.  We might then see Griffin as suggesting that we short-circuit the regress before it ever begins.  It is demanded of him that he explain what makes it the case that x is more valuable than y, and he responds, “Look I can’t tell you what makes x more valuable than y—that’s an unreasonable request.  The best I can do is express that comparative claim more perspicuously in terms of what is worth caring about and hope that, upon due reflection, you find it acceptable.” 

If this is the argument against premise one, then here is my response: The regress argument, as it is used in metaphysics, is a skeptical argument—it is an attempt to cast doubt on the existence of certain realms of facts or properties.  It is no part of my aim to raise such doubts about comparative relations.  I am not trying to establish non-comparability, which might indeed be construed as the denial of a certain realm of facts (the denial that there is any fact of the matter as to whether North America is more honest than the year 2005, e.g.).  I am trying to establish a certain measure of incomparability, which requires admitting the existence of certain facts.  For instance, I admit that there is a fact of the matter as to whether Smith’s moral reason to tell Jones the truth is stronger than Brown’s well-being-based reason to have a tasty lunch.  The fact is that it is not.  The question is why I am right (or wrong) about this, and with respect to that question, the comparabilist and I are symmetrically situated.  I believe I can point to what makes it the case that it is false that Smith’s reason is stronger than Brown’s—it is false because there is no basis for comparing the strengths of moral and well-being-based reasons.  What I want from those who think that some comparative relation does hold between such reasons is to point to what makes it the case that that relation holds.  My objection to Griffin is that he does not do this.  My argument is not skeptical, and I make no demands of the comparabilist that I do not make of myself. 

The Argument for Premise Two, Part I: Three Conditions

Premise two is the claim that there is never a basis of comparison in the case of moral and non-moral reasons.  This claim, of course, is quite general in that it ranges over non-moral reasons of every sort.  But I will make my argument for it by way of a single test case: whether moral reasons are comparable in strength to well-being-based reasons.  I will argue that they are not.  I will argue later that the argument I am about to make is generalizable, mutatis mutandis, to all other moral/non-moral reason pairs.  I have chosen well-being-based reasons for my test case because most of the literature on incomparability also focuses on this case.  

What are the relevant normative standards here?  In the case of well-being-based reasons, the normative standard is well-being; the notion of well-being is an ideal that grounds reasons.  To answer the question with respect to moral reasons, we would need to begin by identifying what features of a situation are relevant to the strengths of the moral reasons—what the ABCs are.  But in order to make this determination, we would have to have a moral theory in hand.  Take the moral reason not to lie, for instance.  If we are strict Kantians, then the only relevant feature is that lying is a violation of the categorical imperative.  All violations of the categorical imperative are equally wrong.  If we are utilitarians, on the other hand, it will be a question of how the resulting happiness and misery would balance out.  It is part of a moral theory’s job to tell us what features of a situation are relevant to the strengths of the moral reasons that arise from it.  Further, moral theories are supposed to tell us how much those features contribute to the strength of the moral reason.  Now there is really only one moral theory that has been worked out well enough to actually do this latter job—utilitarianism—but this doesn’t undermine the point that, in principle, it is something a moral theory should do.  And so the standard that determines the strengths of moral reasons is—not surprisingly—the correct moral theory.

Recently, particularists have argued that there can be no correct moral theory.
 Further, they claim, we do not need one in order to identify which features of a situation give rise to moral reasons, nor do we need one in order to determine how strong those reasons are relative to one another.  We can bypass this controversy, though, in the following way.  Let us not say that the standard that determines the strength of a moral reasons is the correct moral theory, but rather morality itself.  Morality is the standard that determines how various moral reasons compare strength wise.  

This is a claim to which both particularists and their opponents—generalists—can and should assent.  They will differ only in how we get from morality to particular comparative judgments.  The generalist will say that we need to go by way of a moral theory, whereas the particularist will contend that the route is more direct, if not immediate.


Here is what I have so far in my defense of premise two.  The standard that determines the strength of a well-being-based reason is well-being, and the standard that determines the strength of a moral reason is morality.  

Given this, there are only three conditions under which there could be a basis of comparison for the strengths of well-being-based and moral reasons:

1. Well-being, in addition to determining the strengths of well-being-based reasons, also determines the strengths of moral reasons.

2.  Morality, in addition to determining the strengths of moral reasons, also determines the strengths of well-being-based reasons.

3. There is a separate standard (i.e., neither well-being nor morality) that determines the strengths of moral and well-being-based reasons.

The next step in my defense of premise two is to argue that none of these three conditions obtains.  For the first to obtain, it would have to be the case that we can gauge the strength of a moral reason by determining the extent to which acting on it would be improve one’s well-being.  But this is not possible.  Granted, a strong case can be made that, all else being equal, doing the right thing improves one’s well-being.
 But all else is rarely equal; doing the right thing often requires sacrificing one’s own interests.
 It is highly counterintuitive to suggest that the moral reason one has to ( gets weaker as the self-sacrifice (-ing would require increases.  It is more plausible to suggest that the possibility of suffering some harm makes the overall reason in favor of (-ing weaker.

For the second condition to obtain, it would have to be the case that we can appeal to morality to determine the strengths of our various well-being-based reasons.  Such a view would be true if morality took all reasons into account.  However, as I argued in Chapter 2, we have good reason to reject that claim.  Now the person who wants to establish that the second condition is met need not adhere to any view that extreme.  Morality need not determine the strengths of all reasons, just well-being-based reasons (and of course moral reasons as well).  Such a view does have its adherents, the most radical being Kant, who simply defines the good of persons (which is, for our purposes, a reasonable substitute for well-being) as the possession of a good will.  A good will, in turn, is a “desire that leads us to take an interest in acting from the moral law for its own sake.”
 Now we should grant, I would think, that whether some action is prudent, and how prudent it is, can make a difference to the strength of the moral reason to perform that action.  Utilitarians have always insisted on this.  But even utilitarians can, and should, admit that morality does not capture all of the normative force of considerations of one’s own well-being.  If morality turned out to be a myth—if the skeptics were right—it would still be the case that we have reasons to promote our own well-being.  We don’t need morality to tell us that we have reason to pursue well-being; morality merely shows us, in those happy circumstances in which doing the moral thing is in our self-interest, that we have more reason to pursue our well-being.

Let us move on to the third condition.  In the next section I will look at two attempts to establish that that condition is met, and I will argue that neither attempt succeeds.  After having done so I will be in a position to make a more general argument against the possibility of condition three being met.  The final step in my defense of premise two will be an inductive inference in which I generalize from the case of moral and well-being-based reasons to the case of moral and non-moral reasons more generally.

The Argument for Premise Two, Part II: Arguments for the Third Condition

Among theorists in practical reason, there is a basic disagreement about whether to understand reasons in terms of rationality, or understand rationality in terms of reasons.  Those in the latter camp think that an action has the rational status it does in virtue of the way in which the various reasons for an against the action stack up.
 Those in the former camp think that a consideration counts as a reason in virtue of contributing in a certain way to an action’s having the rational status it does.
 If the rationality-first theorists were correct, then it would be worth investigating whether the strength of a reason might simply be the extent to which it contributes to various actions having the rational status they do.  For now, let us suppose that it is at least possible that they are correct, and undertake this investigation. 

The first attempt to establish that condition three is met is offered by Joshua Gert, a member of the rationality-first camp who defines a basic reason in terms of contribution to rational status.
 According to Gert every reason has two strengths—one in the justifying role and another in the requiring role (103-4).  Accordingly, he has two separate accounts of reason-giving strength.  Given two reasons, R1 and R2, R1 is stronger in the justifying role if and only if

(i) R1 would make it rationally permissible to do anything that R2 would make it rationally permissible to do.

(ii) R1 would make it rationally permissible [to] do some things that R2 would not make it rationally permissible to do. (66, emphasis Gert’s)

Similarly, R1 is stronger than R2 in the requiring role if and only if

(i) R1 would make it irrational to do anything that R2 would make it irrational to do.

(ii) R1 would make it irrational to do some things that R2 would not make it irrational to do. (68, emphasis Gert’s)

On Gert’s account of reason-giving strength, the strength of a reason depends on how it can make a difference to the wholesale rational status of various actions.  And so we must first have an account of rationality before we can know anything about how strong various reasons are.  However, as I argued in Chapter 1, we should reject Gert’s account of rationality as an account of the “final” sense of rationality.  

Using this account of rationality as the final normative standard and Gert’s account of reason-giving strength, we end up with the claim that a reason has the strengths it does in the justifying and requiring roles in virtue of the difference it makes to whether various actions are ones that, in a final sense, we ought to perform.
 This account of reason-giving strength has an order of explanation problem.  Do facts about what one ought to do, in a final sense, serve as truth-makers for facts about what reasons there are and what strength they have?  Or does it run the other way around?  If the suggestion is that it runs the first way, then we are owed an account of what the truth-makers are for facts about what one ought, in a final sense, to do.  But there don’t seem to be any decent candidates remaining, once we eliminate facts about what reasons there are and how strong they are.  Are we to accept that facts about what one ought, in a final sense, to do have no truth maker?  That they are brute facts?  This is highly counterintuitive.  One would expect that, at most, there are a few such facts.


What dooms this account of reason-giving strength is its reliance on the rationality-first theory of practical reason, which is based on the idea that we can read off facts about reason-giving strength from facts about wholesale rational status.  But if we are talking about the wholesale rational status of actions, where wholesale rational status is just whether an action ought, in a final sense, to be performed, it is not clear that such facts do not themselves depend on facts about reason-giving strength.  So we are back to the question of whether there is a basis for comparison between reasons of different kinds.  It seems that we have not made any progress.


The second and final attempt to establish that condition three is met comes from Chang,
 who has had quite a bit to say on the general issue of incomparability.  She conceives of the problem in terms of our ability to rank diverse values, as opposed to diverse reasons.  On this matter she is an avowed ‘comparabilist,’ meaning she believes that all values are comparable in strength.  (Her opponents are ‘incomparabilists.’)


Chang takes the main problem to be whether we can compare the strengths of moral and well-being-based values.  She argues for the existence of a heretofore-nameless evaluative standard—prumorality—that is the standard by which moral and well-being-based values can be compared.  The strength of any moral or well-being-based value is determined by how much it contributes to the instantiation of prumoral value.  If Chang is right about all this then all moral values are comparable in strength to all well-being-based values.  Now earlier in the chapter I offered some considerations against the idea that different kinds of reasons are incomparable if and only if the values that ground them are incomparable.  And so it may seem that whether Chang is right is, in fact, irrelevant to the question we’re trying to answer.  But this is not so.  The argument Chang uses to establish the existence of a substantive evaluative standard comprehending morality and well-being could also be used, mutatis mutandis, to establish the existence of a substantive normative standard comprehending morality and well-being.  Such a standard would, indeed, guarantee that all moral and well-being-based reasons are comparable to each other.

Chang’s begins making her case for the existence of prumorality by way of analogy.  

Suppose you are a member of a philosophy appointments committee whose task is to fill a vacant chair in your department.  There are only two candidates for the post: Aye, who is quite original but a historical troglodyte, and Bea, who is singularly unoriginal but is a bit more historically sensitive than Aye…It is perfectly clear that one rationally ought to choose Aye. (125)

The puzzle Chang wants us to grapple with is why it is that there are situations in which diverse values conflict, but nevertheless there is a straightforward rational resolution.  In the case of Aye and Bea, there is an intuitive answer: the choice can be made by appeal to a broader value—philosophical talent—which has originality and historical sensitivity as parts, each with a certain normative weight (126).  Next, Chang asks us to consider a parallel case involving a conflict between moral and well-being-based values.

Suppose you are a keen athlete who has entered a major marathon race.  The day of the race comes and you are running well.  As you approach the last mile, you realize in a wave of excitement that you are in the lead position.  Suddenly you spy a stranger who is flailing about in a nearby pond.  If you stop to help him, you will lose the race; if you don’t stop, he will drown.  Stopping to help has the moral value of saving a human life; carrying on has the well-being-based value of winning the race. (126)

Again, the rational solution seems obvious: you ought to stop and save the stranger.  From this fact, Chang reasons the following way: In the case of Aye and Bea, the availability of a clear solution led us to the conclusion that there was a more comprehensive value at play.  It seems we should draw the same conclusion in the marathon case, thereby yielding a prima facie case for the existence of a value that comprehends the values of morality and well-being.  Chang calls this value prumorality. (126)


One objection Chang takes up is the following.  How is it that we are committed to the existence of a heretofore-nameless value that structures the normative relations of moral and well-being-based values in virtue of positing certain relations between token values of these types? (138) I mention this objection not because I want to discuss the effectiveness of Chang’s response, but rather because in the course of answering this objection Chang says something important about what one commits oneself to in positing the existence of a comprehensive value.  Chang says that claiming that there are values that bear certain normative relations to each other does not amount to claiming that there is a more comprehensive value that structures those relations.  One might simply deny premise one of my argument for the widespread incomparability thesis (or, more accurately, a version of the premise put in terms of values, not reasons). When one does claim that there is a more comprehensive value—when one denies premise two—one commits oneself to the view that the values relate as they do in virtue of some unifying idea that is part of the concept of the comprehensive value.  

Chang uses the jigsaw puzzle as a metaphor.  The idea of values bearing certain normative relations to each other as a matter of brute fact is like the idea of a jigsaw puzzle in which the pieces fit together but do not form a picture.  In this case, their fitting together is a brute fact.  The contrast here is with jigsaw puzzles that form a picture when completed.  With these puzzles, the pieces fit together a certain way for a reason: putting them together that way helps form a picture.  What Chang is saying is that values can’t simply fit together like the pieces of a non-picture-forming jigsaw puzzle.  There must be some unifying idea—some picture—in virtue of which they fit together.  And this must be a comprehensive value. (138-9)

Here is Chang’s example.  This one, again, involves a philosophy appointments committee.  This time the choice is between Dee and Eee.  Dee has enormous philosophical talent, but is a poor teacher.  Eee has less talent but is a better teacher.  In all other respects, the two are equal (129).  In this case, one would probably weigh the various factors based on some idea of what a philosophy professor should be like.  This unifying idea doesn’t have a name, although we could give it one (goodphilosophyprofessorness?).  In this case, it is plausible to suppose that there is a nameless value at play that contains the unifying idea as part of its concept. 

All this seems to me exactly right, yet bad news for Chang’s overall project.  She wants to establish that that there is a heretofore-nameless value that comprehends morality and well-being: prumorality.  But there is no unifying idea that corresponds to prumorality.  To demonstrate this I can only ask the reader to search his mind for any idea for which “prumorality”, as Chang has defined it, seems the right label.  When I do this, my answer is an emphatic “no.” By contrast, I trust that if the reader searches his mind for some idea for which “goodphilosophyprofessorness” seems the right (if awkward!) label, he will find one.  There are nameless values, but prumorality isn’t one of them.


Even if there is such a value as prumorality, Chang is still in trouble on account of the fact that her point about prumorality is supposed to be generalizable to the case of other nameless values.  “[V]alues that appear to raise problems for practical (and perhaps theoretical) reason because they issue from fundamentally different points of view may in fact be put together by more comprehensive nameless values.” (121) Given Chang’s assertion that “putting together” different values requires a unifying idea, there are going to have to be quite a few unifying ideas.  Morality can conflict not only with well-being, but also with aesthetics,
 self-perfection,
 etc.  Correspondingly, we are going to need ideas of aesthetimorality, selfperfectimorality, etc.  And for those situations in which there are more than two kinds of values at stake, we will need either more complex unifying ideas or higher-order unifying ideas—ideas that unify other unifying ideas.  Chang faces a steep climb if she wants to establish that all values that sometimes come into conflict with moral values can be unified with morality under a comprehensive value.

The Argument for Premise Two, Part III: An Argument Against the Third Condition
I promised earlier that I would offer an argument against the possibility of condition three obtaining.  Given what we learned by looking at Chang’s attempt to establish that condition three is met, the argument is rather straightforward.  To say that there is some standard that serves as the basis of comparison for moral and well-being-based reasons is to commit oneself to the existence of an ideal that structures the normative relations of those reasons.  Like any other ideal, we should have some idea that corresponds to it.  In my case, introspection reveals no such idea.  I trust that the reader’s introspection yields the same result. 


Having offered this argument against the possibility of condition three obtaining, my argument for the claim that there is no basis of comparison for the strengths of moral and well-being-based reasons is complete.

The Argument for Premise Two, Part IV: An Inductive Inference

My argument for the claim that there is no basis of comparison for the strengths of moral and well-being-based reasons went as follows.  I argued, first, that morality is the standard that determines the strengths of moral reasons and well-being determines the strengths of well-being-based reasons.  I then stated that, given this, there are only three ways that moral and well-being-based reasons could be comparable in strength.  Morality, in addition to determining the strengths of moral reasons, might also determine the strengths of well-being-based reasons.  Or it might be well-being that does this double duty.  Finally, it may be the case that there is a third standard that determines the strengths of moral and well-being-based reasons.  I dismissed the first two possibilities on account of their counterintuitive implications.  The third initially seemed more promising, but proved to be a dead end.  If there is a standard that comprehends morality and well-being, then there must be a corresponding ideal.  There is none, however.

This same argument could be run for other non-moral standards, besides well-being.  Take aesthetics, for instance.  Aesthetics surely does not determine the strengths of moral reasons, just as morality does not determine the strengths of aesthetic reasons.  And there is no applicable comprehensive standard, a fact that is clear by the absence of any corresponding ideal (aesthetimorality).

Now there is no agreement on how many non-moral standards there are and which they are, so it is not possible to make this argument for every possible standard.  It would always be possible to doubt whether some standard had been omitted.  And so the final step must be an inductive inference: this general argumentative strategy would work for any non-moral standard.

If this inference is valid, then I have established that there are no substantive normative standards that comprehend morality and exactly one other normative standard.  That is, there is no prumorality, aesthetimorality, selfperfectimorality, etc.  But the comparabilist has one last hope.  There may yet be a complex unifying standard—a standard that unifies multiple other standards, as opposed to just morality and one other.  And, indeed, there seems to be one: rationality.  That is, it seems plausible to think that what makes different kinds of reasons comparable in strength is that they all have some rational strength.  Now I have said that a normative standard is an ideal.  Is rationality an ideal?  In the “final normative standard” sense of rationality, the ideally rational action is the one best supported by reasons.  ( rationally ought to be done, all things considered, just in case (-ing is supported by the balance of reasons (this is the platitude of practical reason).  But this is a purely formal normative standard; it passes the buck—the reason-weighing buck.
 And so we encounter once again the same problem we first encountered in the discussion earlier in this chapter of Gert.  At first it seems reasonable to suggest that rationality determines the strengths of all different kinds of reasons.  But upon further examination it appears that something like the opposite is true: the strengths of different kinds of reasons determines what it is rational to do.

This concludes my argument for premise two of the argument for the widespread incomparability thesis.  Since I already made my argument for premise one, the argument for the thesis itself is complete.  I now want to address two potential worries about the way I have framed the issue of conflicts of reasons.  I then close by offering a short conclusion, followed by a brief postscript elaborating on the distinction I drew earlier between formal and substantive normative standards. 

The Point of View Approach

In my defense of the widespread incomparability thesis I have relied on the idea that there are distinct normative and evaluative standards.  Specifically, since I have been using moral and well-being-based reasons as my test case for the comparability of moral and non-moral reasons, I have been assuming that morality and well-being are distinct standards.  This approach has come under attack recently.
 In the critical literature it is usually called the ‘point of view’ approach, the idea being that those of us who think that there are distinct standards are also committed to the idea that there are distinct ‘points of view’ from which one can approach the question of what to do or what is valuable—one for each normative and evaluative standard.  I accept that believing in the distinctness of standards commits me to adopting a ‘point of view’ approach, and in this section I will attempt to defend the approach against its critics.  The criticisms fall into two main categories, which I will address in turn.

1. The ‘ad hoc’ objection.  One criticism that has not been explicitly made, but that seems to be lurking beneath the surface of some of the explicit criticisms, is that the division of the normative and evaluative realms into distinct standards must necessarily be ad hoc.  A related concern, which Walter Sinnott-Armstrong has raised,
 is that once we start dividing the normative realm into standards, we might not be able to stop.  We may end up having to say, for instance that the duty not to kill innocent people and the duty not to tell lies derive from distinct standards.  If the fact that two reasons are grounded in distinct standards is supposed to guarantee that they are incomparable in strength, then we will have to say that the reason not to kill innocent people and the reason not to tell lies are incomparable in strength.

The way to answer the first concern—that any division of the normative realm into standards must be ad hoc—is to appeal to ideals.  There is a standard only where there is an ideal, and ideals cannot be conjured out of nothing.  Therefore, the process of distinguishing standards need not be ad hoc at all.

Now one might respond, “Ideals certainly can be conjured up out of nothing—I can invent one right now.  I dub this ideal ‘greenclothingness’.  The people who come closest to reaching this ideal are those who wear the most green clothing.” As a rejoinder, I would slightly weaken my position.  Yes, ideals can be conjured out of nothing.  But their normative force cannot.  Only some ideals have the necessary force to qualify as normative standards; it depends on their nature.  Some ideals, like morality, are normative, and some, like greenclothingness, are not.  No amount of stipulation can change this.
 I have been using ‘ideal’ to refer only to those ideals that have force, but I need not insist that the word be used only in this way.

An appeal to ideals also helps deflate the concern that the division of the normative realm into distinct standards has no stopping point.  There is a stopping point; we must stop when we run out of (normatively forceful) ideals.  So, for instance, we cannot divide well-being into well-being-achieved-on-Tuesdays and well-being-achieved-on-non-Tuesdays, because there are no corresponding ideals.  Sinnott-Armstrong’s particular division, on the other hand, does turn out to be possible.  There are ideals corresponding to honesty and non-maleficence, and so there are corresponding standards.  But the fact that two reasons are grounded in distinct standards does not guarantee that they are incomparable in strength; it depends on whether one of the three conditions is met.  In this case, condition three is met.  There is a comprehensive standard: morality.

Now in the case of morality and well-being, the presence of a comprehensive standard, rationality, was insufficient to establish that the corresponding reasons—moral and well-being-based reasons—are comparable in strength.  This is because rationality, it turns out, is a merely formal standard.  We need to know, then, whether morality is also a formal standard.

To determine whether rationality is a formal standard, we needed only examine the correct theory of rationality—the one expressed by the platitude of practical reason—to see whether rationality does the work of structuring the normative relations that hold among different kinds of reasons.  Unfortunately, things are not so straightforward in the case of morality, since we do not know what the correct moral theory is.  However, all the candidates of which I am aware, save one, assign to morality the job of structuring normative relations among moral reasons.  And even if it were the case that the moral theory that constitutes the exception were the correct one, we would still have a way to answer Sinnott-Armstrong’s concern, as I will explain in the course of my survey of the extant moral theories.

I begin with particularism, which, though not a moral theory in the usual sense, certainly deserves mention here.  Particularists, as I have said, believe that to determine what we have moral reason to do, we can appeal directly to the concept of morality.  Kantians and contractualists take basically the same approach, although for them the concept of morality needs to be filtered through the correct conception of morality.  So, for instance, Kantians appeal to the ideal of respect for human dignity, and contractualists appeal to the ideal of treating others in ways to which they cannot reasonably reject.
 On all three views, morality is a substantive ideal that structures the normative relations among moral reasons, and consequently morality is a substantive normative standard.  

Intuitionists and deontologists are moral pluralists: they believe that there are multiple sources of moral reasons.  This inevitably leads to moral conflicts—instances in which there is a moral reason to ( and a moral reason to not-(.  Moral pluralists tend to claim that the way to resolve moral conflicts is to appeal to a conception of morality in order to determine whether, all things considered, one morally ought to ( or not-(.
 Even consequentialists are, at least for the most part, pluralists these days.  They hold that there are different kinds of value that morally ought to be maximized.
 Now, for them, the comprehensive standard that structures the normative relations among evaluative-cum-moral reasons will be goodness or value, not morality.
 Morality will, indeed, be formal: it will instruct us to maximize goodness or value.  Still, so long as there is some substantive comprehensive standard, we have a response to Sinnott-Armstrong’s concern about multiplying moral ideals.

2. The ‘indistinguishability’ objection.  Raz, one of the recent critics, premises his objection to the point of view approach on the assumption that what is supposed to distinguish the moral point of view from others is that from the moral point of view, certain considerations (such as self-interest) are entirely unimportant, whereas those same considerations are important from other points of view.
 Susan Wolf, meanwhile, interprets the point of view approach—at least one of its manifestations—as maintaining that the moral point of view takes certain values into consideration that other points of view do not.
 But two standards can be distinct even if they take all the same considerations into account, for they may take them into account in different ways.  For instance, that (ing would improve my well-being always grounds a well-being-based reason to (.  On the other hand, the same consideration might ground a moral reason against (-ing; for instance I might not deserve the reward that (-ing will bring me.  

Even if Raz and Wolf are right that all the same (value-based) considerations are important from the moral point of view as from other points of view, it is nevertheless true that the way in which those considerations ground reasons, and how strong those reasons are, depends on the standard in the light of which one takes those considerations into account.

Can’t We Just Compare Requirement Reasons?

Suppose we have reasons to act on our moral requirements, and that these reasons are distinct from the reasons that ground the moral requirements.  Call such reasons ‘requirement’ reasons.
 For contrast, call all other reasons ‘basic’ reasons.  Further, suppose that the same holds for every normative standard.  That is, suppose that we have requirement reasons issuing from aesthetics, well-being, and whatever other normative standards there are.  If this were true, then it might seem unnecessary, when trying to decide what one ought to do, all things considered, to tally up all the basic reasons on each side.  If there are requirement reasons, then in a sense the basic reasons have already been tallied once in order to generate the requirement reasons, and all that really needs to be done is to determine which requirement is most important.  

This (potential) insight would give the comparabilist a way to blunt the force of the widespread incomparability thesis.  If different sorts of requirement reasons are comparable in strength, then we have a rational basis for choosing between, for instance, doing the moral thing and doing the prudent thing.  Given this, it wouldn’t make much of a practical difference whether the widespread incomparability thesis were true.  Perhaps the discussion of that thesis is nothing more than a red herring. 

The suggestion that the relative weight of requirement reasons, as opposed to basic reasons, might provide the basis for rational choice amounts to an alternative version of the platitude of practical reason.

Original Platitude of Practical Reason: One always rationally ought to act upon the strongest of one’s (overall) reasons.

Revised Platitude of Practical Reason: One always rationally ought to act upon the strongest of one’s requirement reasons.

This proposal merits discussion.
 If the revised platitude were true, it would be extremely important to determine how to compare the strengths of the various requirement reasons.  Well, what proposals are out there?  I can think of only one systematic approach: moral overridingness, which I defined in Chapter Two as the view that, necessarily, if one is morally required to (, then one rationally ought to (.  The defender of moral overridingness (if she is also committed to the revised platitude of practical reason) believes that moral requirement reasons trump all other requirement reasons.  However, as I have argued, moral overridingness has not been adequately defended.  One might consider amoralism to be another systematic approach, attributing to the amoralist the view that moral requirements reasons are always defeated by other requirement reasons.  But it is not clear that amoralists accept that there are moral requirement reasons.  If they did, then amoralism would be a highly counterintuitive position to hold.  It is hard to believe that there could be requirement reasons that never (a) outweigh any others, nor (b) win out by default (i.e., in situations in which there are no other requirement reasons).  


An attractive aspect of both moral overridingness and amoralism is that they provide easy answers in cases in which moral requirement reasons conflict with others.  But if we believe—as I think we should—that these positions are mistaken, yet still want to maintain that moral requirement reasons are comparable in strength to others, then we will have to admit that such reasons can vary in strength.  And the only plausible explanation for why they would is that the basic reasons that ground them vary in strength.  So we are forced to accept that claim that the strength of a requirement reason depends on the strength of the basic reasons that ground it.  But if different kinds of basic reasons are incomparable in strength, then how could the requirement reasons they ground end up being comparable in strength?  Intuitively, it does not seem that they could.  Any incomparability at the basic level should infect the requirement level as well: incomparability in, incomparability out.  Consequently, to mount a defense of the comparability of requirement reasons one would have to defend the comparability of basic reasons.


Here is another way to see the point.  Those who defend moral overridingness base their defense on a particular idea about how morality fits into the life of a rational person (Kant, Hare) or a reason-seeker (Darwall, Korsgaard).  It is our notion of rationality or what it means to act for reasons that provides a basis for ranking morality above all other pursuits.  If these defenses fail, as I have argued they do, then perhaps we should question whether one can draw such strong conclusions about the relative strengths of different requirement reasons before investigating the relative strengths of the basic reasons that they ground.  One would think that the order of investigation should be reversed.  (This is closely related to the point I made about the order of explanation in my discussion of Gert.)


This discussion began when I offered the following suggestion on behalf of those who think condition four might be met:

There is a standard that determines the strength of moral and well-being-based requirement reasons.

I noted that, strictly speaking, this is not a denial of the claim I have been defending in this chapter—that moral and well-being-based basic reasons are incomparable in strength.  Rather, it suggests that we might get around the possible incomparability of basic reasons by establishing the comparability of requirement reasons.  However, as I have tried to show, it is difficult to see how we could establish anything about the relative strengths of different requirement reasons before we know something about the relative strengths of different kinds of basic reason.  Further, since it seems most plausible that the strength of a requirement reason depends on the strength of the basic reasons that ground it, comparing the strength of requirement reasons requires comparing the strength of basic reasons.
Conclusion

In this chapter I have defended the widespread incomparability thesis—the view that for any moral reason x, and for any non-moral reason y, it is not true that at least one of the three comparative relations holds between the strengths of x and y.  For some comparative relation to hold between moral and non-moral reasons with respect to strength, there would have to be a standard according to which the strengths of moral and non-moral reasons could be compared.  But there is no such standard.  The main contenders—ability to alter the overall rational status of an action and prumorality—have been shown to be inadequate as standards.  Moreover, we have found a general reason to think that no such standard can be found.  For it to be the case that moral and non-moral reasons bear any sort of relation to each other, including a relation of comparative strength, there must be some comprehensive substantive normative standard that makes it the case that such relations hold.  But for any substantive normative standard, there should be a corresponding ideal.  Rack our brains as we might, however, we do not find a normative ideal that comprehends both moral and non-moral considerations.  Rationality initially seemed like a plausible candidate, but turned out to be a merely formal ideal.


We have our defense of morality’s sovereignty.  Moral reasons are always incomparable in strength to non-moral reasons.  Given this and the truth of the platitude of practical reason we can infer that it is never the case that we are rationally required to violate a moral requirement.


Furthermore, we have a general formula for establishing other kinds of incomparability.  Take any two normative standards, and inquire whether there is a substantive ideal that comprehends them.  If there is not, then the reasons issuing from these two standards are incomparable in strength.  It seems to me that there are several normative standards that are not comprehended by any substantive ideals at all, including morality and all the ones I listed in Chapter 2.  Consequently, given any two reasons grounded in different of these standards, those two reasons will be incomparable in strength.  Given the truth of the platitude of practical reason, plus what I take to be a rather safe assumption—that most of the choices we face involve reasons grounded in at least two of these standards—it turns out that rationality does not determine a particular choice in most of those cases in which there is a choice to be made.  What we have then is not merely Sidgwick’s dualism of practical reason,
 but rather a wholesale rational pluralism.

Postscript on Rationality

In this chapter I endorsed Ruth Chang’s claim that if there is a comprehensive standard that structures the normative relations among different kinds of reasons, then there is a corresponding comprehensive ideal.  I went on to assert, contra Chang, that in the case of morality and well-being, there is no such ideal.  In defending this contention, I looked at two of the strongest candidates for such an ideal, one of which is rationality.  Recognizing that rationality is, indeed, an ideal, I pointed out that it is not a substantive ideal—one fit to do the work of structuring the normative relations among various reasons.  Rather, it is a formal ideal of behavior: it tells us how we ought to act given that our reasons relate to each other in a certain way.  Making the distinction between substantive and formal ideals allows to me to hold on to two views.  First, the normative standard that comprehends morality and well-being—rationality—does not structure normative relations among moral and well-being-based reasons (this claim was a necessary part of my response to Gert).  Second, the normative standard that comprehends the various moral standards such as non-maleficence and honesty—morality—does structure normative relations among non-maleficence-based and honesty-based reasons (this claim was a necessary part of my response to Sinnott-Armstrong).  This is because rationality is a formal standard, while morality is a substantive standard. 

To emphasize the importance of making the distinction between substantive and formal normative standards, I want to show what happens if we do not.  One theorist who doesn’t make this distinction is Richard Feldman.  In his, “The Ethics of Belief,” Feldman makes the following argument:

1. If there is such a thing as ‘just plain ought,’ then there is a value associated with it.

2. There is no value associated with ‘just plain ought.’

3. Therefore, there is no such thing as ‘just plain ought.’

Feldman is trying to establish that while there are oughts corresponding to each of the various standards (Feldman mentions morality, prudence, and epistemic justification in this vein), there is no higher-level ought that comprehends them.  He states that corresponding to every ought is some value (premise one).  In the case of the just plain ought, that value would have to determine how the values associated with the various base-level oughts weigh against one another.
 But there is no such value (premise two).  Suppose, as seems reasonable, that by ‘just plain ought’ Feldman means ‘final ought.’ Then he is arguing that there is no value corresponding to a final ought.  If he is right, then we should conclude that there is no final ought.


In his argument Feldman commits the fallacy of equivocation.  There are two kinds of values—substantive and formal.  (I have been saying that there are two kinds of ideals—substantive and formal—but I take it that Feldman, like Chang, means the same thing by ‘value’ as I mean by ‘ideal.’ And so it follows that there are also two kinds of values.)  If, by ‘value,’ Feldman means ‘substantive value,’ then premise one is false.  It seems to me quite clear that there can be oughts associated with purely formal values.  The prudential ought is such an ought.  (Prudence simply tells us to act on our strongest well-being-based reason; we need a substantive standard—well-being—to tell us how strong our various well-being-based reasons are.)  And as I mentioned earlier, if the consequentialists are right, then moral value is purely formal as well.  


If, on the other hand, by ‘value,’ Feldman means ‘formal value,’ then premise two is false.  What one ‘ought in a final sense’ to do is act on one’s strongest reason.  This imperative—which is a restatement of the platitude of practical reason—is grounded in the purely formal value of acting on one’s strongest reason.


Failure to distinguish formal from substantive ideals leads, at least in Feldman’s case, to the denial of the existence of the final ought.  If one denies that there is such an ought, one is forced to claim, as Feldman does, that the question, “What (just plain) ought I to do?” makes no sense.
 But this question clearly does make sense.  Now I have argued that moral and non-moral reasons are incomparable in strength, and so in some cases there is nothing that one just plain ought to do.  But affirming this does not commit me to denying that there is a final ought.  The question, “What ought I, in a final sense, to do?” makes sense even when the platitude of practical reason has nothing to say on the matter, as does the question, “What legally ought I to do,” when the law has nothing to say on the matter. 


Rationality requires that we always perform that action the overall reason in support of which is strongest.  However, as I have argued, some overall reasons are incomparable in strength.  Let us call those choice situations in which at least two of the relevant overall reasons are incomparable in strength conflict cases.
 Does rationality fail to provide any guidance in these cases?  I don’t think so.   Suppose there are a set of basic moral reasons in favor of (-ing, another set of basic moral reasons in favor of (-ing, and a set of basic well-being-based reasons in favor of Ω-ing.  Suppose the overall reason in favor of (-ing is stronger than the overall reason in favor of (-ing, while the former is incomparable in strength to the overall reason in favor of Ω-ing.  It seems to me that, in such a case, rationality rules out (-ing.  Notice, however, that the platitude of practical reason does not rule out (-ing.  The platitude instructs us to always act on the strongest overall reason.  Now it is easy to read into this dictate another rule: never act on a defeated (outweighed) overall reason.  However, the former requirement does not logically entail the latter.  Technically, the platitude of practical reason would be entirely silent in the case I described. 

If rationality requires that one never act on a defeated overall reason
 and the platitude of practical reason does not require this, then the platitude does not express the sole requirement of rationality.  There are at least two.  This forces me to revise slightly my defense of the claim that rationality is a formal normative standard.  My argument for the claim was premised on the idea that the platitude of practical reason expresses the sole requirement of rationality.  But now I am suggesting that rationality has two requirements.  The first is to act on one’s strongest overall reason.  This is the platitude of practical reason, and it is a formal requirement.  The second is to never act on a defeated overall reason.  But this, too, is a formal requirement (it presupposes that the work of weighing reasons has already been done), and so my claim that rationality is a formal standard is secure.

Chapter 5: Objections, Responses and Conclusions

In the previous chapter I presented and defended an argument for the widespread incomparability thesis—the claim that for any moral reason x, and for any non-moral reason y, it is false that at least one of the three comparative relations holds between x and y.  Suppose we cannot find fault with the argument.  It would nevertheless remain true that the thesis faces some strong objections.  It might then be rational to believe that the thesis is false.  My goal in this chapter is to strengthen the case for the widespread incomparability thesis by offering two considerations in favor of the thesis and responding to the three most powerful objections to it.  I then conclude by briefly discussing whether the truth of the widespread incomparability thesis is something over which we should despair.  
Two Considerations in Favor of the Widespread Incomparability Thesis

The truth of the widespread incomparability thesis, in conjunction with the truth of the platitude of practical reason, explains how it can be true both that it is always rationally permissible to do the morally required thing and that one rarely rationally ought to do the morally required thing.  Thus, the widespread incomparability thesis explains the truth of two claims that most people accept.  We can tell that most people accept the first claim by noting that, if we ask someone why she (’d, and she tells us she did so because (-ing was morally required, the questioning usually stops there.  That (-ing was morally required seems to us to be sufficient justification for (-ing.  We can tell that most people accept the second claim by noting that, when we discover that someone has behaved immorally, we usually do not immediately conclude that the person behaved as she ought not to have behaved, all things considered.  We are willing to consider the possibility that something justified the behavior. 


Historically, philosophers have been able to make sense of one claim or the other, but not both.  The Kantian can endorse the first but not the second, while the Humean can endorse the second but not the first.  But Kantianism and Humeanism are both drastic oversimplifications of normativity.  As I said in Chapter 2, there are several varieties of reason-grounding considerations that in fact ground reasons even when those considerations are not connected to what is good for us.
 The Humean cannot accept this.  In Chapter 3 I showed how Kant, Darwall and Korsgaard all seem to be committed to the claim that we cannot have reasons to violate moral requirements—an extremely counterintuitive claim.


We avoid oversimplification by conceding that our practical reasons derive from several different sources, and that there are genuine practical conflicts between morality and other normative standards.  But once we concede this, how are we to accommodate the view that it is always rationally permissible, but rarely rationally mandatory, to obey moral requirements?  Shall we say that, by some cosmic accident, the reasons we have to obey our moral requirements are equally as strong as the reasons we have to break them?  We can accommodate these intuitions, as Gert points out, by affirming that altruistic reasons are purely justificatory.
 However, as I argued in Chapter 1, this comes at the price of denying that rationality is a standard of action-evaluation.  My view is that we should accommodate these intuitions by accepting the platitude of practical reason and the widespread incomparability thesis.


The second consideration in favor of accepting that there is widespread incomparability among reasons is that, as Raz points out, it that it gives us a way to explain why it seems that “most of the time people have a variety of options such that it would accord with reason for them to choose any one of them and it would not be against reason to avoid any of them.”
 In the “conclusion” section of Chapter 4 I pointed out that this follows from the fact that my argument in favor of the widespread incomparability thesis covers not just comparisons between moral and non-moral reasons, but comparisons between any two reasons that are grounded in distinct normative standards that cannot be subsumed under a higher-order substantive normative standard.  

First Objection: The Impossibility of Deliberating Rationally about What to Do
We tend to think that rational deliberation about what to do requires comparing the strengths of the overall reasons one has to do the various things one might do.  But in conflict cases, as I defined them in Chapter 4, the overall reasons are incomparable in strength.  This leads to the worry that, in conflict cases, is it impossible to deliberate rationally about what to do.

Suppose it followed that in conflict cases there is no rational way to deliberate about what to do.  Why would this be an objection to the widespread incomparability thesis?  After all, ought implies can, and so if we cannot deliberate rationally in certain cases, then it is not the case that we ought to do so.  And if it is not the case that we ought to do so, then we cannot be faulted or blamed for not doing so.


I want to offer two responses to this line of thinking.  First, though I will not argue for this, I deny that ought implies can.  So it would be disingenuous of me to offer this response on behalf of incomparabilists.  Second, there may be quite a few conflict cases—it mostly depends on how often morality coincides with the dictates of other normative standards,
 and this has been and continues to be a matter on which there is much disagreement (especially with regard to morality and well-being).  If conflict cases are at all common, then the widespread incomparability thesis appears to yield the conclusion that there are numerous choice situations in which we do not (because we cannot) rationally deliberate about what to do, whether or not we can be blamed for this failure.  We consider ourselves rational creatures, and a major reason for that is our capacity to rationally deliberate about what to do.  To assert that this capacity fails us in many decision-making situations is to call our rationality into question.


To recapitulate, the concern we are going to address here is that rational deliberation is impossible in conflict cases, with the idea being that rational deliberation always involves comparing the strengths of the reasons one that has to undertake various actions.  Notice, however, that this sort of comparison is possible in conflict cases, at least in some sense.  It is entirely possible to reach the conclusion that the overall reasons with which one is confronted are incomparable in strength.  There’s no irrationality in this.  Consequently, if there is any irrationality it must come in later in the deliberation process, at decision-making time. 

In order to conclusively establish that the decision-making process in conflict cases must be irrational, one would have to show that there is a necessary condition for rationality that every possible method of decision-making in conflict cases fails to meet.  This obviously, is much too tall an order.  Not surprisingly, the literature contains no attempt to fill it.  What is expressed in the literature is a concern that, over time, decision-making in conflict cases will be inconsistent and self-defeating.

The idea seems to be this.  We decide what to do by ranking the various options we face in order to form a preference ordering, and we expect rational agents to rank options based upon the strengths of the reasons that support them.  But an agent who tries to do this in a conflict case is going to end up with an incomplete preference ordering—an ordering in which it is not the case that every option is ranked above, below, or equal to every other. With an incomplete preference ordering, an agent’s decisions will be made on the basis of whim or impulse, with ultimately self-undermining behavior as a consequence.

To avoid this, a rational agent must somehow create a complete preference ordering.  Obviously, in conflict cases an agent needs to find some other basis for creating this ordering, to replace or supplement information about how strongly supported by reasons the various options are.
 The most common response for the incomparabilist has been to suggest that our desires provide the needed guidance in conflict cases.
 So long as one’s desires are relatively stable, by simply doing what one wants in conflict cases one will avoid the inconsistency problem.  This solution, however, faces what appears to be a troubling dilemma.  Either the relevant desires are grounded in reason-giving considerations or they are not.  By this, I mean that that either the desire to ( arises from recognizing something about (-ing that generates a reason to (, or it does not.  If it does, then we have a double-counting problem.  Whatever reason it is that the desire is a response to, it is already taken into consideration in reaching the conclusion that there is nothing one ought to do in the case.  To act on a desire based on such a reason is to take that reason into consideration again.  If the desire is not grounded in a reason-giving consideration, then the irrationality problem has not been solved.  The problem we are confronting here is the possibility that the actions we take in conflict cases could, over time, be self-defeating and hence, as a group, irrational.  We don’t want to avoid this risk of irrationality at the expense of running smack into another: the irrationality of acting on a desire that is not grounded in a reason-giving consideration.

The first horn of the dilemma, however, does not actually pose a problem.  There is no double counting.  There are two distinct thought processes in which one might engage—thinking about what one ought to do, and thinking about what to do.
 The solution to the irrationality problem we are currently considering has us, as agents, engaging in both sorts of processes.  First, the agent thinks about what she ought to do and reaches the conclusion that what she faces is a conflict case.  Then, since the question of what she ought to do has no affirmative answer, she begins to think about what to do, where the options are whichever courses of actions are rationally permissible.  One and the same consideration may play a part in both parts of the deliberation, but this is not double counting.  The consideration will play a role as a reason-grounding consideration that is relevant to what one ought to do and will also ground a desire that plays a role in the agent’s deliberation about what to do.

Unfortunately, this response naturally leads to a new objection, which is that it is entirely unrealistic to expect the average person to deliberate her way through conflict cases in this manner.  The point is well taken, but gives us no reason to reject the widespread incomparability thesis.  The difficult part of the process I have described is the first part: determining what one ought to do.  The truth of the widespread incomparability thesis does not make this process any more difficult.  If anything, it makes it easier.  A person who knows that the widespread incomparability thesis and platitude of practical reason are true should, in conflict cases, have no trouble reaching the correct conclusion, which is that there is nothing that she rationally ought to do.  If there is any special difficulty, it will be for the people who do not know that the widespread incomparability thesis is true.  It certainly would be unreasonable to expect them to reach the correct conclusion in a wide range of cases.  But their difficulty in deliberating rationally would not be attributable to the fact of widespread incomparability; rather, it would be attributable to their ignorance of this fact.  So it is difficult to see why this problem gives us reason to reject the widespread incomparability thesis.

Second Objection: There is Empirical Data the Best Explanation of which Requires the Falsity of the Widespread Incomparability Thesis

There are three variations of this objection, corresponding to the three sets of empirical data that may be appealed to.  I will address each in turn.

(1) We begin with the simple observation that, in general, we are able to make comparative judgments about the strengths of moral and non-moral reasons.  It might then be claimed that if we can make such judgments about the strengths of moral and non-moral reasons, then such reasons are comparable.  (In other words, epistemic comparability entails metaphysical comparability.)  By modus ponens, we get the conclusion that moral and non-moral reasons are comparable in strength.
 The key premise here is the conditional.  The idea, I think, is that it would be impossible to reach a judgment that x is Ver than y unless there were, in fact, some basis of comparison for the V-ness of x and y.  And so, the fact that people sometimes claim that a particular moral reason is stronger or weaker than a particular non-moral reason shows that there is a basis of comparison for the strengths of moral and non-moral reasons (of whatever type we are comparing to moral reasons).  This variation on the objection is the boldest, in that it purports to show that there is data for which there can be no explanation unless the widespread incomparability thesis is false.

However, it seems to me that there are plenty of instances in which people reach judgments on grounds other than those which are actually relevant to the judgment, and what we are confronted with here is just such a case.  Perhaps instead of using a basis of comparison we gauge the relative strengths of moral and non-moral reasons by comparing how strongly the reasons move us, or how often other people act on the one reason rather than the other.  Indeed, it would not be surprising if people regularly judged the strengths of reasons using these methods even when a basis of comparison is available.  The methods are not entirely unreasonable; perhaps our motivational responses and the behavior of others track reason-giving strength, to a certain extent.  This is rather like how people make character judgments.  Sometimes we judge whether a person can be trusted by whether they look us in the eye or how strong their handshake is.  Of course, whether a person looks you in the eye or gives a good handshake does not make the person any more or less trustworthy.  Perhaps, however, there is (or once was) some correlation between these disparate sets of facts.

(2) The next version of the objection makes use of the observation that most of us are somewhat predictable in how we behave in conflict cases.
 Take the case of conflicts between morality and prudence.  Many people do the moral thing except in those cases in which the relevant moral reason is particularly weak (by comparison to other moral reasons) and the prudential reason is particularly strong (by comparison to other prudential reasons).  Some people’s behavior does not fit this pattern, of course.  The point, however, is that most people’s behavior in such cases follows some pattern or other.  One explanation of this predictability is that, when faced with such decisions, we make a judgment about the comparative strengths of the relevant reasons, and then act on the strongest one.  The consistency of our behavior would then be explained by the fact that, in order to make such a judgment, one needs to appeal to a comprehensive ideal.  And since comprehensive ideals don’t change,
 our behavior exhibits consistency.  But there are alternative explanations available, not the least compelling of which is that we have commitments.  The consistence of our behavior may be caused, in fact, by the consistency of our commitments.  For instance, the person who does the moral thing except in the rare cases described above may have a strong commitment to morality, and a weaker commitment to prudence.  And since we can commit to some way of behaving without thinking that it is better supported by reasons than other ways of behaving,
 we can explain our behavior in conflict cases in terms of our commitments without admitting that we are appealing to a comprehensive ideal.

 (3) The previous versions of the objection made use of behavioral data in arguing for the claim that most of us regularly make judgments about the comparative strengths of moral and non-moral reasons.  One might think, however, that what we say, as opposed to what we do, is the best evidence of all that we often make such judgments.  We speak as if we believe that moral and non-moral reasons are comparable in strength, and one explanation for our belief in their comparability is that they are indeed comparable.

One immediate problem for this objection is that, in general, everyday discourse about what to do and what one ought to do usually contains no mention at all of “reasons.” Of course, philosophers are an exception here: when philosophers talk about what ought to be done in conflict cases they quite often appeal to comparative judgments about the strengths of reasons.  But we can offer a good explanation of the making of these judgments without supposing that they are true.  Philosophers make such judgments because they think they are committed to them by other things they believe.  Suppose I generate some thought experiment involving a conflict between a moral and a non-moral reason in which it seems as if one ought to act on the moral reason.  Now we philosophers engage in a bit of the kind of rationality-first reasoning that Gert proposes: If one rationally ought to act upon the moral reason, then the moral reason is stronger than the non-moral reason.  One rationally ought to act upon the moral reason.  By modus ponens, we conclude that the moral reason is stronger than the non-moral reason.  Of course, if the widespread incomparability thesis is true, then the minor premise of this syllogism is false, but then most philosophers don’t believe that the thesis is true.

One might suggest, however, that despite the fact that most people rarely speak or think in terms of “reasons,” we are licensed nevertheless to attribute to them beliefs about reasons.  For people do in fact ask each other “why” they make the choices they do, and any acceptable answer to such a question must start with “because,” or some similar locution.  It is reasonable to interpret such exchanges as containing, first, a demand for a reason, and, second, the provision of one.  Further, we often claim that certain considerations “matter more” or are “more important” than others.  If we are indeed licensed to interpret our everyday discourse about what to do as containing claims about reasons, then it is not much of a stretch to interpret claims about what “matters more” or is “more important” as claims about the comparative strengths of reasons.  And it certainly is true that people often say that a certain moral consideration matters more (or less) than a certain non-moral consideration.  It seems then that we have good reason to say that most people believe that certain moral reasons are comparable strengthwise to certain non-moral reasons.
 

By way of response, I want to note, first, that whether this sort of belief attribution is warranted is a matter of much debate.
 If it were unwarranted, however, we might appeal instead to a counterfactual claim about what people would believe were they prompted to form a belief.  Take, for instance, the moral reason not to kill innocent people and the well-being-based reason to have a tasty lunch.  It seems reasonable to suppose that most people, if asked, would judge that the former reason is stronger than the latter.  This version of the argument is weaker, since we don’t know for certain how people would respond and, further, it is not clear that it is important that our best theories explain counterfactuals.  In any event, I am inclined to simply grant for the sake of argument that there is something here that needs to be explained, and leave it open whether it is our actual beliefs in the comparability of certain moral and non-moral reasons or our counterfactual beliefs in the same.  The question is whether the best explanation of these beliefs is that certain moral and non-moral reasons are indeed comparable in strength.

Whether this is a viable explanation depends in part on whether, in general, normative facts are the kind of thing that have causal powers, and, more specifically, whether they have the power to cause belief.
 There is no discussion of this issue in the literature, but we do find in the literature a hotly contested debate over the narrower question of whether moral facts can cause belief.
 We have reason to doubt whether moral facts can cause belief because there isn’t any obvious mechanism by which it might do so, assuming, as is widely held, that we do not possess a faculty for perceiving moral facts.
 This same doubt holds for normative facts generally.

The objection to the widespread incomparability thesis that we have been considering posits that the best explanation of our belief in the comparability of various moral and non-moral reasons requires that such reasons actually be comparable.  The objection’s weakness is that there is a legitimate uncertainty over whether the putative normative facts—facts about moral reasons bearing comparative relations (stronger than/weaker than/equally as strong as) to non-moral reasons—are the kind of thing that could be featured in an explanation of someone’s belief about such relations.  Weak or not, however, we should still accept this explanation until an alternative is on the table.  The comparabilist has every right to demand such an alternative explanation from the incomparabilist.  Such an explanation would be an error theory, since what is to be explained is the widespread formation of (purportedly) false beliefs.   

The error theory was provided already.  To briefly rehash: It is plausible to suppose that people often make judgments about the comparative strengths of reasons not by appealing to an appropriate normative standard, but rather by determining which reason moves them more, or which reason tends to move other people more.  This is not an unreasonable strategy, given that the plausible supposition that, in general, stronger reasons move us more.

Third objection: Why be Moral?

Often the question “Why be moral?” is used as another way of asking “What’s in it for me?” People want to know whether their moral reasons line up with their well-being-based reasons.  They want to know this because their well-being is important to them, and they want to know whether doing the moral thing usually involves augmenting their own well-being.  I have not had much to say on the matter of how often morality and well-being converge, and so I am not in a position to shed light on how to answer the question “Why be moral?,” if we understand it in this first way.  

But there is another way to understand the question.  First, we might want to know whether morality has authority.  That is, we want to know whether morality can require certain behavior, and, if it can, how strong those requirements are.  Second, if morality can ground requirements, we want to know whether those requirements have the power, on their own, to motivate people when they are aware of them.  The widespread incomparability thesis, in conjunction with the platitude of practical reason, pretty clearly has implications for whether, and to what extent, morality can require certain behavior.  On the other hand, it seems to me that these theses have no direct bearing on the question of whether morality has independent motivational force.  It may have some indirect bearing, to be certain; whether a standard can motivate certain behavior may depend in whole or in part on whether it can require behavior—this is a matter of much debate—and so any thesis that bears on morality’s ability to ground requirements may well indirectly bear on its motivational force as well.  But I do not wish to digress here into a discussion of whether and how a standard’s motivational force is contingent on its requiring force.  I will content myself to say a few things about morality’s authority in light of the widespread incomparability thesis.  


Suppose one is morally required to (, and one has no non-moral reasons to not-(.  In any situation that fits this description, one will be rationally required to (.  This is true despite the fact that one may have moral reasons to not-(.  By hypothesis, one is morally required to (, which means that the moral reasons to not-( are outweighed by the moral reasons in favor of (-ing.  And if there are no non-moral reasons on the side of not-(-ing, then the overall reason to ( will certainly outweigh the overall reason to not-(.  And, hence, one will be rationally required to (.  In this sort of situation, the answer to the question, “Why be moral?” will be, “Because rationality requires it.” This should end the discussion.  As I argued in Chapter 1, the question, “Why be rational?” makes no sense, on account of rationality’s finality.


In conflict cases, on the other hand, the question, “Why be moral?” has no answer.  The only thing to say is, “Because morality requires it.”  But this is unhelpful; presumably the person who asks the question already recognizes that she has a moral reason to do what she is morally required to do.
 What she wants to know is why she should act on that reason, as opposed to the reason(s) she has to do the morally prohibited thing.  And the response, “Because rationality requires it,” is simply incorrect.  Rationality does not require any particular course of action in conflict cases.


I have said that in conflict cases there is no helpful answer to the question, “Why be moral?” This conclusion is both unsettling in itself, and appears to be vulnerable to an objection.  It is unsettling in itself because it seems to make even the most stringent moral requirements escapable in conflict cases.  It is difficult to accept that there is nothing conclusive that can be said against, for instance, owning slaves.


The objection that might be raised against what I have said goes as follows.  We consider it appropriate to criticize people for acting immorally, even in (most) conflict cases.  But it is appropriate to criticize a person for failing to ( only if that person ought, in a final sense, to have (’d.  And so, since it is indeed (usually) appropriate to criticize those who act immorally in conflict cases, it must be the case that, contrary to what I have said, in conflict cases rationality requires that one perform the morally required action.


One possible response here is to bite the bullet and insist that, contrary to popular opinion, people who act immorally in conflict cases do not deserve to be criticized.  Someone who offered this response would then owe us an error theory—an explanation of why most people seem to think (mistakenly, apparently) that such criticism is (usually) appropriate.  One might suggest that this misapprehension is the result of a further misapprehension, namely, the belief that we are (almost) always rationally required to behave morally.


I think we can do better.  I do not believe that most people hold the (mistaken) belief.
 The question has probably not crossed most people’s minds.  Moreover, even if everyone were to become convinced that in conflict cases we are not rationally required to do the moral thing, I doubt that very many people would change their mind on the question of whether it is appropriate to criticize immoral behavior in such cases.  I am inclined to think that a judgment that (-ing was morally wrong is, for most people, all that is needed in order to feel justified in criticizing a person for (-ing.


My inclination is to argue that such criticism is, indeed justified.  I would contend that there is a different brand of criticism corresponding to every normative standard.  We don’t just criticize people, we criticize them as immoral, as imprudent, as irrational, etc.  If I were taking a poetry class, and my instructor criticized me for choosing the wrong meter in which to write, it would be entirely out of line for me to point out I was under no rational obligation to choose the right one.  So long as in (-ing one violates an undefeated ought, then some form of criticism for (-ing is appropriate.  In my example, I violated an undefeated aesthetic ought, and consequently deserved the criticism my instructor offered.  Similarly, it seems to me that if I do what I morally ought not to have done, then I deserve moral criticism, regardless of whether in so acting I violate any requirement of rationality.


The objection to the widespread incomparability thesis that we have been considering is premised on the idea that it is appropriate to criticize a person for having (’d only if, in a final sense, they ought not to have (’d.  Supposing I have demonstrated that there is a good reason to deny this claim, we should consider a slightly altered version of the claim that may be offered.  Instead of claiming that criticism is inappropriate in the absence of judgment about what ought to be done, in a final sense, one might suggest that criticism is impossible in the absence of such a judgment.  The idea would be that one can speak negatively of someone’s behavior, but the words will not have the force of criticism unless the speaker believes that the action ought not, in a final sense, have been performed.  Now it certainly seems as if the negative words we utter about immoral behavior often do have the force of criticism.  Therefore, by modus tollens, we get the conclusion that people often judge that the immoral behavior action ought not, in a final sense, to have been performed.  The widespread incomparability thesis together with the platitude of practice reason has the consequence that such judgments are usually false (they are false in all conflict cases).  So we find ourselves in need of an error theory.


The error theory, however, is easy to come by in this case.  When people judge in conflict cases that, in a final sense, a certain immoral action ought not to have been performed, they most likely base that judgment on a further judgment, namely, that the reason in favor of doing what was morally required outweighed all the other reasons.  This latter judgment is false, and so explains the error in the former judgment.  And I have already attempted, earlier in this chapter, to explain why people often make erroneous judgments of the latter type.

Some Conclusions

I began this work by asking the question, “Is morality sovereign?” For morality to fail to be sovereign, we would have to have non-moral reasons to do immoral things, those reasons would have to ground requirements, and those requirements would have to sometimes override the moral requirements with which they conflict.  In Chapter 1 I argued that all reasons can ground requirements, and in Chapter 2 I contended that we do indeed have non-moral reasons to do immoral things.  This yielded the conclusion that our moral requirements sometimes conflict with our non-moral reasons.  In Chapters 3 and 4 I investigated the nature of this conflict.  I argued, first, that it is not the case that moral requirements always override the non-moral requirements with which they conflict and, second, the reasons that ground moral requirements, and hence the moral requirements themselves, are always incomparable in strength to non-moral reasons.  

So, is morality sovereign?  The answer to this question is yes, since moral requirements are never overridden by other requirements.  However, the same can be said for well-being, consistency, and other normative standards.  And so, from the perspective of rationality, there is nothing special about morality.  Should we be upset about this?  On a personal note, I was indeed quite upset to arrive at this belief when I did, about two years ago, and I still despair over it.  Like most people, I would take great comfort in thinking that morality’s requirements were final, plus it would also give us the best possible answer to the question, “Why be moral?” Further, there is a reasonable worry that the only thing stopping people from behaving immorally more often is perhaps a widespread mistaken belief that we are often rationally required to do the moral thing.

However, we can allay this worry somewhat by, first, taking notice of the fact that most people seem to be quite committed to behaving morally, and, second, accepting what seems to me to be a reasonable empirical premise, that this widespread commitment is not a consequence of our being under the misapprehension that morality is the final or overriding normative standard.  As I have said, committing to something does not require believing it to be more important than other pursuits to which one might commit.  And so there is reason to take heart.  Even if a great many people were to come to accept what I have written here, it seems unlikely that we would see a substantial increase in immoral behavior.  For most of us, whether morality has rationality’s endorsement is of little practical importance.

There is a second reason to take heart, this one having to do with the connection between reasons incomparability and autonomy.  I begin by distinguishing personal autonomy from rational autonomy.
 Personal autonomy is an agent’s determining his conduct according to what is most important to him.  Rational autonomy is an agent’s determining his conduct on the basis of what he takes to be the weightiest reasons.  I submit that the exercise of either kind of autonomy has value, and that this value is derivative on the more general Aristotelian value of exercising one’s most complex and advanced capacities.  (This value grounds self-perfection reasons.)  In the case of rational autonomy it is the capacity to reason and will in accordance with reason, while in the case of personal autonomy it is the capacity to be the author of one’s own life.  By being the author of one’s own life I simply mean occasionally asking oneself what kind of person one wants to be and what kind of life one wants to lead, and acting in accordance with whatever conclusions one reaches.

The exercise of either sort of autonomy is primarily a mental event.  It is a matter of taking a certain deliberative route toward one’s decision about what to do.  In the case of rational autonomy, it requires thinking about what one has most reason to do, while in the case of personal autonomy it requires thinking about what sort of person one wants to be.  One cannot simultaneously take both deliberative routes, and so one cannot simultaneously exercise both sorts of autonomy.

In non-conflict cases it is possible to exercise one’s rational autonomy, since in those cases the reasons determine a uniquely rational course of action.  And in those non-conflict cases that involve matters of great importance to one’s life, it is possible to exercise one’s personal autonomy.  However, the exercise of personal autonomy in such a case carries with it the taint of being a missed opportunity to exercise one’s rational autonomy.
 In other words, in so acting we purchase our authorship at the price of our rationality.  (The only person who would avoid this dilemma is the person who wants nothing more than to be rational.) But, if, as I have argued, there are conflict cases, then there are opportunities to exercise one’s personal autonomy without acting irrationally in so doing.

Now I have said that in conflict cases one might reach a decision by determining what one most wants to do, and then doing it.  At first blush, this seems like a far cry from an exercise of personal autonomy.  But this is not the case, given that the relevant desire is a desire to undertake whichever rationally permissible course of action best fits with one’s conception of who one wants to be, where this is read de dicto. 

The fact of widespread incomparability, then, keeps the value of personal autonomy from being tainted.  For this, I think, we should be very glad.  To drive home the point, I can do no better than point to what I take to be a quite valuable exercise of personal autonomy: the decision to do the moral thing.  Suppose it were true that, when morality conflicts with well-being (or any other normative standard, for that matter), rationality could deliver a verdict on what should be done.  Let us focus on the case in which rationality requires doing the moral thing.  Suppose one opts to exercise one’s rational autonomy in such a case, and therefore does the moral thing.  Isn’t this “one thought too many?”
 I am inclined to agree with Kant in thinking that there is great value in doing the moral thing because it is the moral thing
, and that the value here is one aspect of the value of being the author of one’s own life.  If there were no incomparability among reasons, then this value would be tainted.  And that, I think, would be a great loss indeed.
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�� David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, ed. L.A. Selby-Bigge, Second Edition, 1739 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978), Book II Part III and Book III Part I.


� I am not sure there been any Nihilists, in the sense given above.  Schopenhauer, perhaps.


� The classic modern defense of this position is Bernard Williams, "Internal and External Reasons," 1980, Moral Luck (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981) 101-13.


� To the extent that the plausibility of Humean Internalism depends on Williams’s idea that reasons must explain action, I should say that I am happy to admit that explanatory reasons must meet the Humean Internalist constraint.  In this work I am concerned with what Williams calls justifying reasons.


� Thomas Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Other (Cambridge, Mass.: The Belknap Press, 1998), p. 19.


� Jonathan Dancy draws a similar distinction in Jonathan Dancy, Ethics Without Principles (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2004), p. 16.


� Richard Joyce, The Myth of Morality (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), chapter 3; see especially p. 74.


� The Maximizing Theory is the view of classical economics, and the ethical version of the Maximizing Theory counts the classical consequentialists—Bentham, Mill, Moore—among its adherents.  The Satisficing Theory is a relative newcomer.  The locus classicus for this view is Michael Slote, Beyond Optimizing: A Study of Rational Choice (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1989).  For some recent entries to the debate, see Michael Byron, ed., Satisficing and Maximizing: Moral Theorists on Practical Reason (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004).


   Some theorists use satisficing as a theory about how one ought to decide what to do, as opposed to a theory about what one ought to do.  The idea is that when one is unable to obtain all the information about the consequences of the various courses of action one might take, or when obtaining this information would be too costly, one ought to undertake a less thorough assessment of one’s options, and cut this assessment short when one finds an option that is good enough.  In this case, there is nothing to be said, intrinsically, for choosing the lesser of two options.  Rather, settling for less than the best is seen as a necessary part of an overall strategy of maximization.


   It is not my intention to discuss which version of satisficing is more plausible.  It is enough for our purposes that there are some theorists who defend it as a theory about what one ought to do. (See, e.g., Slote, Beyond Optimizing: A Study of Rational Choice; Thomas Hurka, "Two Kinds of Satisficing," Philosophical Studies 59 (1990): 107-11; Michael Stocker, Plural and Conflicting Values (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990), chap. 10; Mark van Roojen, "The Plausibility of Satisficing and the Role of Good in Ordinary Thought," Satisficing and Maximizing: Moral Theorists on Practical Reason, pp. 155-75; Christine Swanton, "Satisficing and Virtue," Journal of Philosophy 90.1 (January 1993): 33-48.)  This makes it worth our time to consider whether it the theory might succeed as an objection to the platitude of practical reason.


� Hurka, "Two Kinds of Satisficing."  Hurka explains the dichotomy in terms of value; I have made the necessary alterations in order to present it in terms of reasons.


� A hybrid standard is possible as well, as Hurka points out.  On this view one is rationally required, when possible, to perform an action the reason in favor of which meets or exceeds an absolute standard of strength.  However, when there are two or more possible states of affairs that will do so, the choice among them is regulated by the comparative standard.  As I will argue below, the absolute standard interpretation of S has a major flaw.  A hybrid standard inherits the defect of the absolute standard, and therefore does not merit separate discussion.


� Thomas Nagel, The Possibility of Altruism (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1978), pp. 131-2.


� See his work on “exclusionary reasons,” Joseph Raz, Practical Reason and Norms (London: Hutchinson, 1975), pp. 38-45.  


� John McDowell, "Are Moral Requirements Hypothetical Imperatives," The Aristotelian Society, Supplementary Vol. 52 (1978): 13-29.


� At least, he cannot accept or deny the platitude when it is understood in the way we are to understand it for the purposes of this work.  Gert has confirmed this for me in correspondence.


� Joshua Gert, Brute Rationality (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004).  All references to Gert in this chapter are from this book.  My comprehension of Gert’s book has been greatly aided by extensive correspondence and conversation with him, for which I am appreciative.


� This inference can be proven valid, but first a few expressions and two rules need to be added to the propositional calculus: Rx refers to the requiring force of reason x.  Jx refers to the justifying force of reason x.  k and f are definite descriptions.  They refer to the reason to avoid knee pain, and the reason to keep $400, respectively.  ‘>’ means ‘is greater than’.  The ‘>’ relation is transitive and nonreflexive.  Here is the argument:


(Jk > Rf) & (Jf > Rk) [Assume for conditional proof]


(Rk > Jk) & (Rf > Jf) [Assume for reductio]


Rk > Jk [&E 2]


Jk > Rf [&E 1]


Rk > Rf [3,4, transitivity]


Rf > Jf [&E 2]


Jf > Rk [&E 1]


Rf > Rk [6,7, transitivity]


(Rk > Rf) & (Rf > Rk) [&I 5,8]


~[(Rk > Jk) & (Rf > Jf)] [RAA 2,9, nonreflexivity]


[(Jk > Rf) & (Jf > Rk)] ( ~[(Rk > Jk) & (Rf > Jf)] [CP 1-10]


� Gert notes that many Kantians do think this.  Gert accuses such Kantians of running afoul of our ordinary use of language in the case of ‘rational.’ (26-7)


� At any given time one may have two or more options that fail to qualify as irrational on this standard, yet are not equally well supported by reasons (as in the Oxfam Case).  Now since maximizing theories of rationality rule out the possibility of two incompatible actions that are not equally well supported by reasons both being rationally acceptable, and satisficing theories do not, one might be tempted to classify Gert’s theory of rationality as a satisficing theory.  I am hesitant to do so, however, since Gert makes no use of an absolute or comparative standard of strength, which is a hallmark of satisficing views.


� It has been suggested to me that it is irrational to do what one believes one is rationally required not to do.  The account of Gert’s that we are considering cannot accommodate this intuition.  Realizing this, Gert argues that this sort of behavior is only subjectively irrational, not objectively irrational.  This response seems accurate.


� Gert’s T1 and T2 (p. 16).


� This is a combination of Gert’s A1 and A2 on p. 140.


� Gert’s T6 (p. 17).


� Gert originally makes this claim on p. 9.


� The property of the action is its proceeding from a certain state of the agent.


� Dancy, Ethics Without Principles, Chap. 2.  All references to Dancy are from this book, unless otherwise specified.


� “…to be a reason for action is to stand in a certain relation to action, and the relation at issue is that of favouring.” (29)


� Dancy does not distinguish between different kinds of oughts, so we cannot know for sure that by ‘ought’ he means ‘rationally ought.’  But if there are reasons that are not relevant to what one ought to do, then a fortiori there are reasons that are not relevant to what one rationally ought to do.  So Dancy is, indeed, committed to denying the platitude of practical reason.


� Dancy, Ethics Without Principles, chap. 2.  See Joseph Raz, Engaging Reason: On the Theory of Value and Action (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), pp. 101-2 for criticisms of this distinction, and Jonathan Dancy, "Enticing Reasons," Reason and Value: Themes from the Moral Philosophy of Joseph Raz, ed. R. Jay Wallace et al. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2004) 91-118, for a response.


� That peremptory reasons fill the ought-making role is established on p. 21.  That they fill the favoring role is established on pp. 24-5.  Dancy concedes that there may be two styles of favoring, one appropriate to peremptory reasons, and the other appropriate to enticing reasons.  Whether this is the case is unimportant for our purposes.


� He does say that the reason for having your brakes checked is peremptory ( Dancy, "Enticing Reasons.", p. 91).  This reason, it seems to me, is evaluative.


� Perhaps such claims are simply universally false (although I don’t think we should concede even this).  However, at the very least it is false that people ought to eat fewer healthful foods.  But if there were even the slightest peremptory reason in favor of eating fewer healthful foods, then Dancy would have to deny this claim as well!  For on this interpretation of Dancy, he, unlike Gert, is committed to the claim that there is an entire class of reasons that can neither establish nor undermine ought claims.  The reason in favor of eating more healthful foods, on this interpretation, is one of these reasons, and thus it cannot outweigh even the weakest contrary peremptory reason.


� In a paper he published just before Ethics Without Principles, Dancy mentions that he got the idea for this response from John Broome.  See Dancy, "Enticing Reasons," pp. 101-2.  In the paper, unlike in his book, Dancy is explicit about not wanting to concede that enticing reasons can ground oughts—even “weak” ones.  He does, however, recognize that he is under significant pressure to make this concession.


� I borrow this example, of course, from Thomas Nagel, although Nagel uses it in the service of a different point.  Thomas Nagel, "What is It Like to Be a Bat?" The Philosophical Review 83 (1974): 435-50.


� One might think that the fact of supererogation demonstrates that there can be reasons that don’t require.  (I would deny this straight off, since I don’t believe that supererogation is possible.  But I understand that this is a minority view, so I will make my response without assuming its truth.)  Suppose (-ing would be supererogatory.  Two things seem to follow from this.  First, there is at least one reason to (, and second, one is not morally required to (.  So, it seems, the reason to ( cannot ground a moral requirement, from which we can reasonably infer that it cannot ground a rational requirement either.  But this appearance is deceiving.  All moral reasons can ground moral requirements.  It’s just that some never, in fact, do.  For instance, the moral reason to save X’s life, where X who can be saved only by receiving a heart transplant with you as the donor (perhaps you both have a rare kind of blood), never in fact grounds a moral requirement.  This is because in order to save X’s life, one would have to sacrifice one’s own, and one is never morally required to sacrifice one’s own life to save that of a stranger.  Such an act is supererogatory.  Nevertheless, were it possible to save X’s life while making little or no sacrifice, then one would be morally required to do so.  This shows that the moral reason to save X’s life can ground moral requirements.  The same story could be told with respect to other reasons to engage in acts that are supererogatory. 


� The reader may notice some similarities between my notion of a “normative standard” and David Copp’s notion of a “standard,” in David Copp, Morality, Normativity, & Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995).  I was already several drafts into this chapter before I read Copp’s book, therefore those similarities are (I hope) simply a matter of the two of us independently grasping the truth about standards, as opposed to my making use of his work.


� There is a fourth who mentions the thesis and endorses it without argument.  This is Thomas Nagel, in Thomas Nagel, The View from Nowhere (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), pp. 199-200.


� Robert Brandom, "Points of View and Practical Reasoning," Canadian Journal of Philosophy xii.2 (June 1982): 321-33.


� David Copp, "The Ring of Gyges: Overridingness and the Unity of Reason," Social Philosophy and Policy 79.2 (1998): 170-89.


� Seana Valentine Shiffrin, "Moral Overridingness and Moral Subjectivism," Ethics 109 (July 1999): 772-94.


� Hilary Putnam, "The Meaning of 'Meaning,'" Philosophical Papers, Vol 2: Mind, Language and Reality (London: Cambridge University Press, 1975) 215-71.


� The moral requirements of concern to me are action requirements—those moral requirements that require the agent to do or refrain from doing something.  So, for instance, if Jones were morally required to not-grab-Smith’s-life-preserver-unless-necessary-for-survival, this would not count as a moral requirement in my sense, since the survival clause in this case is activated, meaning that there is nothing that Jones is morally required to do or refrain from doing.  The activation of the survival clause undermines what would have been a moral requirement, namely the requirement on Jones that he not grab Smith’s life preserver.  How undermining works will be explained later in great detail.


� Dancy, Ethics Without Principles, Chap. 3.


� See Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Other, pp. 6, 170.


� Thanks to Robert Streiffer for drawing my attention to this possibility.


� This is how Bernard Williams, who may deserve credit as this objection’s inventor, used it in his famous piece, Bernard Williams, "Ethical Consistency," Moral Dilemmas, ed. Christopher W. Gowans (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987) 115-37.  J.O. Urmson used the moral residue problem as an objection to all moral theories on which there is only one basic moral principle in J.O. Urmson, "A Defence of Intuitionism," Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 75 (1974-75): 111-19 at 118.


� There is another possible explanation—that he failed to something he had a moral duty to do—but I am skipping over it for now for the sake of simplicity.  In a moment we will return to this alternative explanation.


� See Judith Jarvis Thomson, The Realm of Rights (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1990), chap. 3; Walter Sinnott-Armstrong, Moral Dilemmas (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1988), pp. 44-53.


� W.D. Ross, The Right and the Good (Indianapolis, Ind.: Hackett, 1988), p. 28; R.M. Hare, Moral Thinking (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981), chap. 2; Earl Conee, "Against Moral Dilemmas," Moral Dilemmas, 239-49 at 241; Terrance McConnell, "Moral Residue and Dilemmas," Moral Dilemmas and Moral Theory, ed. H.E. Mason (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996) 36-47 at 39-44.  I believe we can also interpret Norman O. Dahl’s response to the moral residue problem along these lines.  See Norman O. Dahl, "Morality, Moral Dilemmas, and Moral Requirements," Moral Dilemmas and Moral Theory, 86-101 at 94.


� McConnell, "Moral Residue and Dilemmas," p. 161; Conee, "Against Moral Dilemmas," p. 242; Thomas E. Hill, "Moral Dilemmas, Gaps, and Residues," Moral Dilemmas and Moral Theory, 167-98 at 193-4.


� Hare, Moral Thinking, chap. 2; Conee, "Against Moral Dilemmas," pp. 245-6; Thomas E. Hill, Jr., Hill, "Moral Dilemmas, Gaps, and Residues," p. 185.


� Not because moral duties are grounded in moral reasons, but rather because any fact that grounds a moral duty is a moral reason.


� Barbara Herman, The Practice of Moral Judgment (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1993), pp. 167-71.


� Herman, The Practice of Moral Judgment, p. 168.


� Herman, The Practice of Moral Judgment, pp. 177-8.


� Philippa Foot is perhaps most explicit about making this move.  See her Philippa Foot, "Moral Realism and Moral Dilemmas," Journal of Philosophy 80 (July 1983): 379-98.


� Richard McCarty, "Are There "Contra-Moral Virtues?"" Metaphilosophy 25.4 (October 1994): 362-75; Joseph Kupfer, "Gauguin, Again," Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 73 (1992): 63-72; Stocker, Plural and Conflicting Values, p. 39; Samuel Scheffler, Human Morality (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992).


� Actually, demonstrating that the purported reason is a moral reason is not quite sufficient.  Suppose that (-ing will bring me pleasure.  Most people will agree that this gives me a non-moral reason to (.  Suppose we become convinced that this fact gives me a moral reason to (.  Do we then have to give up our belief that it gives me a non-moral reason to (?  It seems not.  There is nothing incoherent about the idea of one fact being two reasons.  In addition, there is nothing incoherent about the idea of one fact being two reasons of differing strengths.  So perhaps the fact in question—that (-ing would bring me pleasure—is a relatively weak moral reason and a relatively strong well-being-based reason.  In this case, the moral reason to ( might fail to override whatever moral reason I have to not-(, and so it may be the case that I am morally required to not-(.  We would still then have a case in which I have a non-moral reason to violate a moral requirement.  So, as I said, it is not enough for the defender of morality’s sovereignty to demonstrate that the purported non-moral reason is a moral reason.  She must also demonstrate that it is not a non-moral reason.  In what follows I will ignore this technicality, since I am confident that, even if we make out the accommodation project to be a bit easier than it in fact it, it still cannot be completed.


� Why only trivial beneficence reasons?  Because many moral theorists believe that we have moral reasons to relieve others’ suffering, if it is serious enough.


� Shiffrin, "Moral Overridingness and Moral Subjectivism." 


� I get this term and its definition from Shelly Kagan, The Limits of Morality (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), p. 3.


� Moreover, even if aesthetic reasons (and self-perfection, consistency, and epistemic reasons) are taken into account by morality, it still may be the case that they have independent strength qua aesthetic reasons (qua self-perfection reasons, etc.)  See footnote 17 for an explanation of why this is.  Thanks to Robert Streiffer for reminding me of this.


� Kant held something like this view, and its modern-day exponents include David O. Brink, Moral Realism and the Foundations of Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), chap. 8.  A closely related view is John Harsanyi’s, who sometimes says that, while preference-satisfaction normally contributes to one’s well-being, the satisfaction of immoral preferences does not.  See John Harsanyi, "Morality and the Theory of Rational Behavior," Utilitarianism and Beyond, ed. Amartya Sen and Bernard Williams (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 39-62 at 55, and John Harsanyi, "Problems with Act-Utilitarianism and with Malevolent Preferences," Hare and Critics: Essays on Moral Thinking, ed. Douglas Seanor and N. Fotion (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), 89-99.


� Philippa Foot’s Transplant Case comes to mind.


� One might suggest that the moral reason to (, where ( is an action of type X and type X actions normally increase welfare, is that this information gives one good reason to believe that (-ing will increase welfare.  In this way, one may end up with a moral reason to ( even though (-ing will not increase welfare (or accomplish anything else of moral worth).  I do not need to deny this, however.  Suppose I say that Jones has a reason to preserve X—some aesthetically valuable thing—even though doing so will not increase anyone’s welfare.  The new suggestion we are considering says that there may be something about Jones’s epistemic situation (that he might not be able to determine that preserving X will not increase anyone’s welfare) that grounds a moral reason for him to preserve X.  This is not inconsistent with the point I have been advancing, which is that there is something about the act itself—the act of preserving X—that grounds a reason to do it, and that this is an aesthetic reason.  


� Robert Streiffer suggests that all reasons strong enough to ground a requirement of rationality that overrides a moral requirement are taken into account by morality, thereby preventing the moral requirements from which they might have conflicted from arising in the first place.  Streiffer does not argue for this view, as he is simply using it as a premise in an argument for something else.  This being the case, I cannot respond to it.  See Robert Streiffer, Moral Relativism and Reasons for Action (New York: Routledge, 2003), p. 36.





� James Griffin, Well-Being: Its Meaning, Measurement, and Moral Importance (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), p. 83.


� It is very important to make trumping claims in terms of reason types, as opposed to reason tokens.  Trumping is a relation that can hold only between reason types.  While it is true that philosophers often claim that one reason trumps another, strictly speaking they are making a category mistake.  What they usually mean is that one reason is stronger than another.


� The distinction between the two versions is recognized at least as far back as Sarah Stroud, "Moral Overridingness and Moral Theory," Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 79 (1998): 170-89.


� This claim may seem to contradict the platitude of practical reason, which I defended in Chapter 1.  Strictly speaking, however, the platitude claims only that one’s strongest overall reason always generates a rational requirement.  It remains open whether one’s strongest overall moral reason always generates a moral requirement.


� For an argument against the first, see Susan Wolf, "Moral Saints," The Journal of Philosophy 79.8 (August 1982): 419-39.


� Shiffrin, "Moral Overridingness and Moral Subjectivism."


� Immanuel Kant, Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals, trans. James W. Ellington, Hackett, 1785 (Indianapolis, Ind.: Hackett Publishing Co., 1993).  All parenthetical references to Kant are from the Groundwork; the first number given is the page from the Hackett edition; the second is the page from the Academy edition from which the Hackett edition was translated. 


� My understanding of Kant’s argument has been greatly aided by Thomas E. Hill jr., "Kant's Argument for the Rationality of Moral Conduct," Kant's Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, ed. Paul Guyer (Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield, 1998) 249-72, and Christine Korsgaard, Creating the Kingdom of Ends (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996).


� For a helpful gloss on this admittedly questionable claim, see Hill jr., "Kant's Argument for the Rationality of Moral Conduct," p. 266.


� I thought it wiser to lay out an argument for the formula of humanity because it is easily recognizable as a moral principle, whereas the formula of universalizability has often been taken to be a merely formal principle.


� Allen Wood, "Humanity as an End in Itself," Kant's Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, 165-87 at 177.


� Of course, if I have a desire to not have the rash, then the hypothetical imperative gives me a reason to not eat the banana.  But, as I mentioned in the introduction, there appears to be an unconditioned reason to not eat the banana, and Kant is committed to denying this.


� Immanuel Kant, “Metaphysical First Principles of the Doctrine of Right,” in Immanuel Kant, The Metaphysics of Morals, trans. Mary Gregor (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), p. 50.


� Ross, The Right and the Good.  It should be noted that Ross rejects the claim that the prima facie duties have a common ground.


� Herman, The Practice of Moral Judgment, pp. 163-5.


� Hill jr., "Kant's Argument for the Rationality of Moral Conduct," p. 266.


� A more direct way to make the same point would have been simply to object to premise two—the place where the inflated notion of free will first appears.  However, premise two is true by stipulative definition.


� Korsgaard is explicit about this in Christine Korsgaard, The Sources of Normativity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 125-6.


� Darwall assumes this thesis in Stephen Darwall, "Autonomist Internalism and the Justification of Morals," Nous 24 (1990): 257-68 at 262; Korsgaard endorses it in Christine Korsgaard, "Skepticism About Practical Reason," The Journal of Philosophy lxxxiii.1 (January 1986): 5-25.


� That is, unless one is prepared to call into question one’s own rationality.


� Darwall, "Autonomist Internalism and the Justification of Morals," p. 265.  All references to Darwall are from this article.


� Korsgaard, The Sources of Normativity, p. 132-45.  All references to Korsgaard are from this book.


� We can assume that Darwall has in mind a Theory of Justice-style original position, in which the motivations of the participants are purely amoral, as opposed to a Political Liberalism-style original position, in which the parties seek to find principles consistent with the freedom and equality of each person, since Darwall’s article was published long before Political Liberalism.


� Kurt Baier, The Moral Point of View (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1958), p. 309.


� Darwall, p. 265.


� From personal correspondence.


� John Rawls, Justice as Fairness: A Restatement (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2001), p. 98.


� I assume here that the idealizations that shape the original position—including the veil of ignorance—do not constrain the desires of the parties involved to the extent that we can conclude, a priori, that the generalization is true. 


� Korsgaard does not mean to imply that we always make decisions in this manner.  Sometimes the process is briefer and less (or not at all) reflective.  In such cases, we do not act on reasons (unless, perhaps, the brevity of the situation is due to its familiarity and the fact that one has reflected on this sort of situation numerous times before).  Since Korsgaard is concerned only to establish what it is that we have reason to do, she is not concerned with unreflective decision-making.  


� Korsgaard’s argument for this goes as follows (122-3).  In order to act, we need to think of ourselves as having reasons.  But to think of ourselves as having reasons we need to have practical identities under which certain actions are conceived of as valuable.  To conceive of our practical identities as conferring value on actions we first must conceive of those practical identities as themselves being valuable.  And the only way to conceive of a practical identity as valuable is to think of the purpose it serves as being valuable.  The purpose of a practical identity is to allow us to act on reasons.  Our ability to act on reasons is our humanity.  Therefore, in order to conceive of our practical identities as valuable, we must conceive of our humanity as valuable.  By chain argument, we can conclude that in order to act one must value one’s humanity.  But each of us does, in fact, act.  Hence we each value our humanity.


This argument has been criticized recently in William J. FitzPatrick, "The Practical Turn in Ethical Theory: Korsgaard's Constructivism, Realism, and the Nature of Normativity," Ethics 115.4 (July 2005): 651-91 at 677-681.


 � The previous paragraph’s argument is based on, but goes a bit farther than, what Korsgaard says on pp. 129-30.  She comes pretty close to endorsing the OT there.  On p. 125, however, she claims “I do not take the argument to show that all obligations are moral, or that moral obligations always trump others.” This looks like a denial of the OT, until we read the next sentence: “In fact the argument requires—and our nature requires—that we do have some more local and contingent identities, which provide us with most of our reasons to live and act.” Perhaps all Korsgaard wants to reject here is the claim that morality is pervasive—that every choice we face involves a moral obligation.  If so, then she has not weakened or qualified her possible allegiance to the OT at all.


� Thomas Nagel, “Universality and the Reflective Self,” in Korsgaard, The Sources of Normativity, pp. 200-9.


� Pp. 161-2.  See also pp. 101-2.


� P. 206. 


� P. 105.  See similar passage earlier on the same page.


� “To be a citizen is to make a certain set of decisions in company with the other citizens—to participate in a general will.  In so far as you are a citizen, you do act autonomously in obeying the law.  And for exactly that reason, in so far as you are a citizen, you aren’t free to act on your own private reasons any more.” Ibid., p. 106.


� While Hare, both by general consensus and by his own admission, is a prescriptivist, his argument for moral overridingness is a constructivist argument.  Hare contends that we ought to act on a principle only if it is universalizable.  (We will go into detail about this later.)  Universalizability is the distinguishing mark of Kantian constructivism—all Kantian constructivists make use of the concept.  (Peter Singer traces the use of universalizability as a moral standard back to the Stoics.  See Peter Singer, "Ethics Beyond Species and Beyond Instincts," Animal Rights: Current Debate and New Directions, ed. Cass R. Sunstein and Martha C. Nussbaum (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004) 78-92 at 81.) Darwall’s use of a reason-seeking perspective and Korsgaard’s use of ‘humanity’ as a practical identity are both variations on this same idea. 


One might think that Hare, because he is a utilitarian, cannot make use of the Kantian notion of universalizability.  For it is often said that utilitarianism emphasizes the worth of subjective mental states while ignoring the worth of the individuals who experience them.  However, Hare proposes to turn this criticism on its head by using the Kantian insight as a basis for utilitarianism (Hare, Moral Thinking. (henceforth referred to as MT), pp. 4-5; see also R.M. Hare, "Could Kant Have Been a Utilitarian," Utilitas 5 (May 1993): 1-16).


� As an illustration, Hare considers a case in which, he claims, a moral principle overrides an aesthetic principle: “I said that I would allow the moral principle or judgment to override the aesthetic one; and this means at least that, although both are prescriptive, I would think that I ought to act…on the moral one…” (MT 55) See also similar comments R.M. Hare, Freedom and Reason (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1963) (henceforth referred to as FR), pp. 167-8.


� R.M. Hare, "What Makes Choices Rational?" Review of Metaphysics 32.4 (June 1979): 623-37.


� One would think that this line of thought must inexorably lead to a very lenient standard of rational behavior, but in the case of moral behavior this could not be farther from the truth.  For Hare claims that all people who adequately understand the relevant empirical facts and the meanings of moral terms and reason in good faith from that knowledge will reach the same moral conclusions.  See MT, p. 6 and Hare, "Could Kant Have Been a Utilitarian," pp. 633-4.  This is true because, for Hare, standards of rational behavior can be deduced from the meanings of normative terms.  This will be explained in great detail below.


� A ‘prima facie principle,’ says Hare, is a principle that expresses a prima facie duty, in the Rossian sense of that term (MT 38).  But this cannot possibly be what Hare means.  For Hare, as we will see, prima facie principles are not directly grounded in moral considerations, but rather are grounded in higher-level ‘critical principles,’ which are themselves grounded in moral considerations.  The prima facie principles are merely good rules of thumb; if one abides by them one will most likely avoid running afoul of the critical principles. But it is the latter principles, not the former, that have moral weight.  For Ross, on the other hand, prima facie principles are grounded directly in moral considerations, and therefore have moral weight.


� This is an embellishment of what Hare actually says, but, I think, an innocuous one.  Anyway, it is necessary for constructing a valid argument.


� I am using Hare’s language here, although it is ambiguous in a troublesome way.  Judgments are usually thought of as mental states.  But mental states have no meaning.  I think it is best to interpret ‘judgments’ as ‘propositions’ in this case.


� Hare later qualifies his claim to allow for the non-prescriptivity of certain moral judgments (FR, chap. 4).  This qualification is unimportant for our purposes.


� Establishing the prescriptivity of moral terms is the primary purpose of R.M. Hare, The Language of Morals (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1952).  This thesis is reinforced in Hare, Freedom and Reason, Sec. 2.7; and presupposed in Hare, Moral Thinking.


� We might, on the other hand, interpret that claim that ‘anyone who makes a judgment is thereby committed to that judgment’s universal counterpart’ as a descriptive claim about an entailment relation.  (This reading is bolstered by Hare’s account of universalizability in Hare, Moral Thinking, p. 108.) There are certain properties, call them ABC, such that if an object possesses them it will also possess the property of being red.  And so if X is red, then anything like X in the relevant respects—i.e., having the properties ABC—will be red as well.  This conditional can be universalized: if X is Z, then anything like X in the relevant respects will be Z as well.  So Hare’s claim, “If a person says that a thing is red he is committed to the view that anything which was like it in the relevant respects would likewise would be red,” on this interpretation should be glossed: “‘X is red’ entails ‘anything like X in the relevant respects is red’.” With regard to evaluative judgments, the idea would be that claims of the form ‘X is good’ entail ‘anything like X in the relevant respects is good.’


There are two problems with this interpretation.  The first is that it is difficult for any non-cognitivist, of which Hare is one, to explain how moral claims can be embedded in meaningful conditionals.  This is the well-known Frege-Geach problem.  (See Peter Geach, "Ascriptivism," Philosophical Review 69.221-225 (1960), and Peter Geach, "Assertion," Philosophical Review 74.449-465 (1965), (as cited in Russ Shafer-Landau, Moral Realism: A Defence (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2003). p. 23).)  The claim “‘X is good’ entails ‘anything like X in the relevant respects is good’” is a conditional with a moral claim embedded in it.


The other, more important problem with this interpretation is that it undermines Hare’s project.  Remember, Hare wants to establish that there are rules governing moral thinking.  Rules are evaluative judgments.  But on the analysis currently under consideration, evaluative judgments are not evaluative at all—they are judgments about the existence of entailment relations.  This makes them descriptive judgments.  But descriptive judgments, on account of the fact that they are not normative, cannot be rules.  And so, any rule for which Hare argues would merely be a descriptive judgment masquerading as a rule.


� This problem would be avoided were Hare to retract his claim that the moral ‘ought’ has descriptive meaning and is therefore an evaluative term (FR 26-7).  But as we will see later, it is the descriptive meaning of moral claims that makes them universalizable, and it is their universalizability that makes them overriding.  So if moral ‘ought’ claims have no descriptive meaning, Hare has no grounds on which to argue that they are overriding.


� I suppose one might suggest that evaluative judgments of the form “X should accept Y,” where X is a person and Y is a universal evaluative judgment, are basic units of descriptive meaning, and therefore cannot be defined in other terms.  I don’t know whether this move would be acceptable from a linguistic point of view, but it certainly would be a defeat for Hare.  Instead of claiming that his analysis of the descriptive meaning of evaluative judgments extends to all evaluative judgments, he would have to claim that it extends to all of them except one.  But why should we believe that one evaluative judgment is so different from the rest?


� Hare, "What Makes Choices Rational?," p. 636.


� Remember that inconsistency here is just a refusal to treat like cases alike.  It is not logical inconsistency, like accepting P and ~P, nor is it the sort of inconsistency that concerns decision theorists, as when someone prefers $10 to $5, yet would prefer to participate in a lottery in which a coin is flipped and the payout is $5 for heads and $0 for tails to the lottery in which the payout for heads is $10 and all other conditions are the same as in the first lottery


� A note before moving on: It is likely that many think the conclusion of the argument—the widespread incomparability thesis—is so counterintuitive that the reasonable thing to do is to withhold assent to it, even if one is unable to find a flaw in the argument for it.  Hence, in the next chapter I will consider the main criticisms likely to be advanced against the thesis itself, and I will do what I can to defuse them.


� Chang’s most elaborate defense of parity is in Ruth Chang, "The Possibility of Parity," Ethics 112.4 (July 2002): 659-88.  See also James Griffin, "Incommensurability: What's the Problem?" Incommensurability, Incomparability, and Practical Reason, ed. Ruth Chang (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1997), 35-51, and Derek Parfit, Reasons and Persons (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987), p. 431.


� For examples of the small steps argument, see John Broome, "Is Incommensurability Vagueness," Incommensurability, Incomparability, and Practical Reason, 67-89; Joseph Raz, "Value Incommensurability," Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 86 (1985-86): 117-34; Walter Sinnott-Armstrong, "Moral Dilemmas and Incomparability," American Philosophical Quarterly 22.4 (October 1985): 321-28. But see George W. Harris, "Value Vagueness, Zones of Incomparability, and Tragedy," American Philosophical Quarterly 38.2 (April 2001): 155-76, for an example of the small steps argument and an argument to the effect that the presence of a fourth comparative relation actually helps the case for incomparability.  For a counterpoint see Joseph Raz, The Morality of Freedom (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986), p. 330.


� Ruth Chang, "Introduction," Incommensurability, Incomparability, and Practical Reason, 1-34 at 27-9.


� I leave aside those cases in which there is no such property as V-ness.


� Chang, "Introduction," p. 2.


� Thomas Nagel, "The Fragmentation of Value," 1977, Mortal Questions (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979) 128-41; Bernard Williams, "Conflicts of Values," 1979, Moral Luck (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981) 71-82.  See also Henry S. Richardson, Practical Reasoning About Final Ends (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), chap. 5.


� Raz endorses the idea that all reasons are grounded in value in Joseph Raz, "Incommensurability and Agency," Incommensurability, Incomparability, and Practical Reason, 110-28 at 110-1.  He seems to take back this view in Raz, Engaging Reason: On the Theory of Value and Action.  He says that the fact that some reasons arise from people’s tastes and ambitions shows that not all reasons are grounded in value (p. 196).  But all he actually manages to defend is the idea that the strength of a reason can be affected by taste and ambition.  Even this much, however, seems to contradict what he says elsewhere in the book (p. 320). 


� Jonathan Wolff, "Levelling Down," Challenges to Democracy: Ideas, Involvement, and Institutions: The PSA Yearbook 2000, ed. Keith Dowding, James Hughes and Helen Margetts (New York: Palgrave, 2001) 18-32.


� Thomas Scanlon, "The Diversity of Objections to Inequality," The Ideal of Equality, ed. Matthew Clayton and Andrew Williams (New York: St. Martin's Press, 2000), pp. 41-59; see also Parfit’s distinction between telic egalitarianism and deontic egalitarianism in Derek Parfit, "Equality or Priority?" The Ideal of Equality, pp. 81-125.


� Here I draw on Brad Hooker, "Moral Particularism: Wrong and Bad," Moral Particularism, ed. Brad Hooker and Margaret Olivia Little (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000) 1-22 at 34.


� Amartya Sen, "Rights and Agency," Philosophy & Public Affairs 11.1 (1981): 3-39.  For a similar suggestion, see Philip Pettit, "The Consequentialist Can Recognize Rights," The Philosophical Quarterly 38 (1988): 42-55.


� The enormous literature on “consequentializing” non-consequentialist moral theories is relevant here too.  See, for starters, James Dreier, "Structures of Normative Theories," The Monist 76 (1993): 22-40.


� Originally elaborated in Philippa Foot, "The Problem of Abortion and the Doctrine of Double Effect," 1967, Virtues and Vices (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2002) 19-32. 


� As has been suggested by F.M. Kamm, "Owing, Justifying, and Rejecting," Mind 111.442 (April 2002): 323-54 and Kamm, Morality, Mortality, Vol. 2 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), chapter 12.  See also Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Other, pp. 231-41; Judith Jarvis Thomson, "Some Ruminations on Rights," 1977, Rights, Restitution, and Risk (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1986), pp. 49-65 at 50, and Thomson, The Realm of Rights, p. 167.


� Other solutions have been proposed, although I wonder whether any of them will work if we don’t deny that deontological reasons are value-based.  They include suggesting that if we take rights seriously we have to reject aggregating rights-violations for the purpose of making tradeoffs (see Ronald Dworkin, Taking Rights Seriously (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1977), Thomas Nagel, "Equality," 1978, Mortal Questions, pp. 106-27 at 115-6, (See also Robert Nozick, Anarchy, State, and Utopia (New York: Basic Books, 1974), pp. 28-9)); claiming that the differential moral importance of what we do, as compared to what we merely allow, renders aggregation inappropriate in certain cases (see Kamm, ibid.); arguing that the duty of non-maleficence, unlike the duty of rescue, corresponds with a right—the right to bodily integrity—and that upholding others’ rights takes precedence over performing one’s non-right-based duties.  Of course, we would have to give a reason for this precedence.  One possibility is that only when a duty corresponds to a right is the performance of that duty owed to anyone (see Joel Feinberg, "The Nature and Value of Rights," The Journal of Value Inquiry 4 (1970): 243-60.).  In that case, the real basis of the precedence would be that actions that involve according people what is owed to them is of special importance within the class of morally required actions.


� This territory is covered well in Parfit, Reasons and Persons.


� We could avoid this conclusion by suggesting that there are other values at stake here besides welfare.  For instance, there may be value in having a life well worth living.  But it is at least reasonable to claim that the moral reasons favor world B without also claiming that there is more value in world B.


� Of course, on the assumption that some things of value, such as money, are of diminishing marginal utility, the welfare reasons will sometimes favor a more egalitarian or prioritarian distribution of value.  But the way such reasons responds to distribution in such a case is indirect. It is not equality itself that grounds the extra welfare reason(s) in favor of an egalitarian or prioritarian distribution.


� This was pointed out to me by Robert Streiffer.


� Inadvertently, I have also short-circuited one possible strategy for avoiding reasons incomparability: the strategy of arguing that all reasons are value-based and adopting an extremely simple value theory—hedonism, for instance—on which all values are comparable in strength.


� As I understand the terms, a property is evaluative just in case a thing’s possessing it constitutes that thing’s being of value, and a property is normative just in case a thing’s possessing it constitutes a reason (a reason to create such a thing, to be such a thing, to do such a thing, e.g.).


� Other normative relations that can hold among reasons, and among values, include undermining, overriding, combining and canceling out, as well as the other two comparative relations.


� That is, unless it grounds a requirement reason.  A requirement reason, as I explain in greater detail later in this chapter, is a reason to act on a requirement—a reason that is distinct from the reasons that ground the requirement.  I concede that prudence may ground a reason to do what prudence requires.  Technically, then, my definition of a formal normative standard should be ‘a normative standard that does not ground any non-requirement reasons.’


� I want to emphasize that this is a purely epistemic point.  I am talking only about how we make comparative judgments, not what grounds the truth or falsity of such judgments.  Perhaps there is really is a formula for aesthetic beauty.  My point is only that we don’t have access to it, nor do we need it in order to make comparative judgments.


� Griffin, Well-Being: Its Meaning, Measurement, and Moral Importance, pp. 89-92.  Henceforth all references to Griffin are from this book, unless otherwise noted.


� See also ibid., p. 36.


� Of what, Griffin does not say.  Usually actions and/or states of affairs are taken to be the bearers of value.


� “…values, neither expressly prudential nor expressly moral but values taken at a higher level of abstraction, are what we appeal to: the notion of what, all things considered, is worth our concern.” (161)


� I’m not certain it was supposed to, anyway. 


� I am committed to saying about reasons the analogue of what Judith Jarvis Thomson says about goodness.  Thomson says that there is no goodness, simpliciter; that all goodness is goodness-in-a-way.  Similarly, I say that there is no reason strength, simpliciter; all reason strength is reason strength-in-a-way.  See Judith Jarvis Thomson, "On Some Ways in Which a Thing Can Be Good," Social Philosophy and Policy 9.2 (1992): 96-117, and Thomson, "Goodness and Utilitarianism," Proceedings and Addresses of the American Philosophical Association 67.4 (January 1994): 7-22.


� Thanks to Robert Streiffer for pointing this out to me.


� See, for instance, Dancy, Ethics Without Principles.


� Joseph Raz makes this argument Raz, Engaging Reason: On the Theory of Value and Action, pp. 307-9.


� This, of course, has been denied as well, most notably by Plato in The Republic and by Thomas Hobbes in Leviathan.  I take it, however, that their view is generally acknowledged to be implausible.  We might, at best, try to show that adopting a disposition to always do the right thing is an optimal strategy from the self-interested point of view.  See David Gauthier, Morals by Agreement (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986).  


� This is John Rawls’s gloss, as stated in John Rawls, "Themes in Kant's Moral Philosophy," 1989, Collected Papers/John Rawls, ed. Samuel Freeman (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1999) pp. 497-528 at 508.


� See for instance Dancy, Ethics Without Principles; Raz, Practical Reason and Norms; Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Other.


� See for instance Ross, The Right and the Good.


� Gert, Brute Rationality, chap. 4.  Henceforth all references to Gert are from this book.  Gert defends his view that all reasons are comparable in strength on pp. 73-7 and 104-5.


� Since Gert does not subscribe to the account of rationality in use here, he would not subscribe to this account of reason-giving strength.  Hence my criticism of this account in not a criticism of Gert.


� In Ruth Chang, "Putting Together Morality and Well-Being," Practical Conflicts, ed. Peter Baumann and Monika Betzler (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004) 118-58.  All references to Chang are from this article.


� As in the famous Gauguin case, for instance, which was introduced into the philosophy literature in Bernard Williams, "Moral Luck," 1976, Moral Luck, 20-39.


� As Nietzsche emphasized.


� Scanlon makes essentially the same point in Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Other, p. 32.


� Sinnott-Armstrong, "Moral Dilemmas and Incomparability", Raz, Engaging Reason: On the Theory of Value and Action, chap. 11, Susan Wolf, "Morality and the View from Here," The Journal of Ethics 3 (1999): 203-23.


� Sinnott-Armstrong, "Moral Dilemmas and Incomparability," pp. 324-5.


� In fn. 8 (p. 168) of Philippa Foot, "Morality as a System of Hypothetical Imperatives," 1972, Virtues and Vices (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002) 157-73, Foot claims that it is not enough simply to assert that some standards ground reasons while others do not; one must be able to explain this difference by reference to some other difference between the those standards that do, and those that do not, ground reasons.  In essence, what Foot is demanding here is a description of the conditions under which the is/ought gap can be bridged.  But it is notoriously difficult to explain how that gap can be bridged at all.  Any such attempt on my part would require a separate dissertation.  Failing that, the best I can do is trust that the reader shares my intuition that some standards have normative force, while others do not.


� I do not mean to imply that Kantians and contractualists have no use for intermediate moral principles.  Kant himself did, as does the leading present-day contractualist, Thomas Scanlon.  See Immanuel Kant, “Metaphysical First Principles of the Doctrine of Right,” in The Metaphysics of Morals; Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Other, pp. 197-202.


� Christine Swanton mentions as candidate moral conceptions the Aristotelian conception of morality, on which the point of morality is to promote human flourishing, and the contractualist conception, on which the point of morality is the to render cooperation possible amidst conflicts of interest.  See Christine Swanton, "The Rationality of Ethical Intuitionism," Australasian Journal of Philosophy 65.2 (June 1987): 172-81 at 175; Robert Audi claims, in Robert Audi, The Good in the Right (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2004) that the ideal of respecting human dignity can do the work of reconciling distinct sources of moral duty.


� Amartya Sen endorses such a view in, Sen, "Rights and Agency," as does David Brink in Brink, Moral Realism and the Foundations of Ethics, chap. 8.  Those consequentialists who think we can “consequentialize” any moral theory adhere to this view as well.  See, for instance, Dreier, "Structures of Normative Theories."  The possibility of a pluralistic consequentialism goes back at least as far as G.E. Moore, Principia Ethica (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), chap. VI.


� The same goes for monistic consequentialists.  Bentham, for instance, used a hedonistic standard to determine what we have strongest reason to do.  See his An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation.  (I would have used a contemporary example, except I am not certain that there are any monistic consequentialists left.)


� Raz, Engaging Reason: On the Theory of Value and Action, p. 259.


� Wolf, "Morality and the View from Here," pp. 214-5.


� Bernard Williams also had an objection to the point of view approach, but it was based on the assumption that those who made used of the approach were intent on defending moral overridingness.  Since I do not fall into that category, I have not felt it necessary to respond to Williams’s concerns.  See Bernard Williams, "Persons, Character and Morality," 1976, Moral Luck, 1-19.	


� Thomas Scanlon, depending on how we ought to interpret his contractualism, may be the only contemporary moral theorist who endorses the existence of requirement reasons.  The requirement reason, in Scanlon’s case, would be the reason to behave in ways that can be justified to others (from personal correspondence).  See Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Other.  Jonathan Dancy denies their existence in Dancy, Ethics Without Principles, p. 16-7; so do John Broome, "Reasons," Reason and Value: Themes from the Moral Philosophy of Joseph Raz, 28-55, Philip Stratton-Lake, Kant, Duty and Moral Worth (London: Routledge, 2000), and McDowell, "Are Moral Requirements Hypothetical Imperatives?"


� I chose not to review it in Chapter 1 because I wanted to focus on whether it is in the nature of reasons to ground rational requirements—a question that is untouched by the current proposal.  The discussion fits better in this chapter, as we are now looking for ways to “put together” morality and well-being, and this proposal tells us how.  


� Sidgwick introduces the term “Dualism of the Practical Reason” in Henry Sidgwick, The Methods of Ethics, Seventh Edition (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Co., 1981) at 404, n.1, and then elaborates on it in the famous passage at 506-9.


� Richard Feldman, "The Ethics of Belief," Evidentialism, ed. Earl Conee and Richard Feldman (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2004) 166-95 at 193-4.


� “The thing we just plain ought to do is the thing that comes out highest, or high enough, according to that measure.” (Feldman, "The Ethics of Belief," p. 193)


� Feldman, "The Ethics of Belief," p. 194.


� If it is helpful, one might think of the class of conflict cases as being coextensive with the class of cases in which there are reasons of different kinds (reasons grounded in different normative standards) favoring incompatible actions.  It should be noted, however, that strictly speaking there is no such coextensiveness.  As an illustration, suppose that I have a moral reason to ( and a prudential reason to (, and (-ing is incompatible with (-ing.  This is a conflict case, right?  Not necessarily.  If I also have a prudential reason to (, and this prudential reason is stronger than the prudential reason to (, then the overall reason in favor of (-ing is stronger than the overall reason in favor of (-ing.  Hence, according to my official definition of a conflict case, this is not a conflict case.


� I can’t think of any argument for this, but as a sort of appeal to authority, I do want to point out that one prominent theorist, Joseph Raz, not only believes this to be a requirement of rationality, but also believes it to be the sole requirement of rationality.  See Raz, The Morality of Freedom, p. 339.  Raz expands on this conception of rationality in his Raz, "Incommensurability and Agency."


� The more sophisticated Humeans, who accepted what I called in Chapter 1 ‘Humean Internalism,’ actually could accept this, if they could manage to establish that all these varieties of reasons are connected to ends that are contained in, or by deliberation could be brought into, our subjective motivational sets.  The prospect of successfully making this argument seems dim, however.


� Gert, Brute Rationality, p. 82.


� Raz, Engaging Reason: On the Theory of Value and Action, p. 100.  See also Raz, The Morality of Freedom, pp. 335-40.


� It is important to distinguish this objection from the objection that in conflict cases rational deliberation about what one ought to do is impossible.  (The distinction between thinking about what to do and thinking about what one ought to do, which I borrow from Jonathan Dancy, was explained in Chapter 1.)  The latter objection is extremely weak.  The presence of incomparable reasons is no barrier at all to deliberating rationally about what one ought to do in conflict cases.  Such reasoning might proceed like this: ‘The platitude of practical reason is true.  The reasons I am confronted with are incomparable in strength.  Therefore, there is nothing that I rationally ought to do in this case.’ In some cases, such as the one I described at the end of the last chapter involving options (, (, and Ω, one will also need to recognize that there are things one rationally ought not to do.


� As I emphasized in a footnote in Chapter 4, the mere presence of incomparable reasons does not guarantee a conflict case.  Suppose that the choice is between (-ing and (-ing, and there are lots of different kinds of reasons in favor of both courses of action.  If it so happens that, on every normative standard, (-ing comes out ahead, then we do not have a conflict case.  That is, if the moral reasons in favor of (-ing outweigh the moral reasons in favor of (-ing, and the prudential reasons in favor of (-ing outweigh the prudential reasons in favor of (-ing, and so on, the overall reason in favor of (-ing will be stronger than the overall reason in favor of (-ing, and this will not be a conflict case. 


� Chang, "Introduction," at 10-1; Donald Regan, "Value, Comparability, and Choice," Incommensurability, Incomparability, and Practical Reason, 129-50 at 144; Elijah Millgram, "Incommensurability and Practical Reason," Incommensurability, Incomparability, and Practical Reason, 151-69 at 155-6.


� Chrisoula Andreou makes the same suggestion, although she uses “incommensurability” to mean what we have meant by “incomparability,” and focuses on the problem of subjective value incomparability, as opposed to reasons incomparability.  See Chrisoula Andreou, "Incommensurable Alternatives and Rational Choice," Ratio 18.3 (September 2005): 249-61.  Andreou does not say, in this paper, how a complete preference ordering is to be achieved in the face of incomparable options.  She implies in another paper that the choice of an ordering may, in some cases, be arbitrary.  See Chrisoula Andreou, "Environmental Damage and the Puzzle of the Self-Torturer," Philosophy and Public Affairs 34.1 (Winter 2006): 95-108 at 107.  An arbitrary choice of orderings obviously will not ameliorate the concern that, over time, decisions made in conflict cases will end up being inconsistent and self-defeating.  Therefore, we need to search for a more stable, non-arbitrary basis for this choice.


� Raz, "Incommensurability and Agency"; Millgram, "Incommensurability and Practical Reason"; Govert den Hartogh, "The Authority of Intention," Ethics 115 (October 2004): 6-34.


� This horn of the dilemma would disappear were it the case that desires ground reasons—i.e., were it the case that wanting to ( grounds a reason to (.  Acting on a desire that is not grounded in a reason-giving consideration is not irrational given that the desire itself is a reason-giving consideration.  On this story, however, the double-counting problem would emerge again.  The desire-grounded reason should be taken into consideration in reaching the conclusion that there is nothing one ought to do in the case.  To act on such a reason is to take that reason into consideration again.


   On whether desires can ground reasons, see Dennis W. Stampe, "The Authority of Desire," The Philosophical Review xcvi.3 (July 1987): 335-81, Williams, "Internal and External Reasons," and den Hartogh, "The Authority of Intention," for an affirmative answer.  Den Hartogh cites Joseph Raz and Warren Quinn as his opponents in this matter, and references Raz, Engaging Reason: On the Theory of Value and Action, chap. 2 and Warren Quinn, Morality and Action (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), chap. 10.  Thomas Scanlon answers in the negative as well in his Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Other, chap. 1.


� This distinction was discussed originally in Chapter 1 in connection with Jonathan Dancy.


� It may seem as if there is something fishy going on here.  One might think that any consideration that is relevant to what one ought to do should play a role in one’s thinking about what to do.  The idea here, presumably, is that correct deliberation about what to do just is adopting the intention to do what one ought to do, and then determining what that is.  I have no gripe with this principle.  But I have been arguing that sometimes there is nothing that one ought to do.  In cases such as these, the principle offers us no guidance on how to decide what to do, and I cannot see what objection might be raised, in such cases, to simply doing what one most wants to do.  This approach seems rationally acceptable.  Furthermore, it avoids any indeterminacy that incomparability among reasons causes.  While the reasons may be incomparable in strength, and therefore underdetermine the right decision, the desires that stem from such reasons or the considerations that ground them will not be.  This is for the simple reason that how strongly one desires to ( is not always equivalent to the strength of the reason that supports (-ing.


� This, I think, is the objection Ruth Chang is trying to make in Chang, "Introduction," p. 32.  Furthermore, given her basic argumentative strategy in Chang, "Putting Together Morality and Well-being," it makes sense that she would make this objection.


� This version of the objection was suggested to me by Dan Hausman.


� Whatever the theoretical truths are about how we should behave, they are necessary truths.


� See Raz, The Morality of Freedom, pp. 340-5, and Raz, "Incommensurability and Agency."


� This, I think, is the argument Donald Regan has in mind in Regan, "Value, Comparability, and Choice," pp. 134-5.


� This line of argument was suggested to me by Rob Streiffer.


� Harry Frankfurt thinks it is unwarranted.  See Harry Frankfurt, "Disengaging Reason," Reason and Value: Themes from the Moral Philosophy of Joseph Raz, 119-28.


� I assume here that all event explanations are causal, since I cannot understand what a non-causal explanation of an event would be.  It should be noted, however, that at least two theorists posit the existence of non-causal explanations of events: John McDowell, “Values and Secondary Qualities,” Morality and Objectivity: A Tribute to J.L. Mackie, ed. Ted Honderich (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1985), pp. 110-129, and Don Loeb, "Moral Explanations of Moral Beliefs," Philosophy and Phenomenological Research lxx.1 (January 2005): 193-208.


� The two main contributors to the debate are Nick Sturgeon (for moral explanations) and Judith Jarvis Thomson (against moral explanations).  See, for instance, Nicholas L. Sturgeon, "Thomson Against Moral Explanations," Philosophy and Phenomenological Research lviii.1 (March 1998): 199-206, and Thomson’s chapter 6 in Gilbert Harman and Judith Jarvis Thomson, Moral Relativism and Moral Objectivity (Malden, Mass.: Blackwell, 1996).


� This is the doubt that got the debate going.  See Gilbert Harman, The Nature of Morality (New York: Oxford University Press, 1977), chaps. 1 and 2.


� Sturgeon, in fact, simply states that the question of moral explanations is just a particular case of the question of evaluative and normative judgments more generally, and proceeds to speak strictly about the latter.  See Nicholas L. Sturgeon, "Moral Explanations Defended," Contemporary Debates in Moral Theory, ed. James Dreier (Malden, Mass.: Blackwell, 2005) 241-62.


� I mean this to be interpreted as a de re claim.


� Here I part ways with David Brink, who asks, rhetorically, “What is lost if we cannot…always reproach [the person who acts immorally] with irrationality?” ( David O. Brink, "Moral Motivation," Ethics 108 (October 1997): 4-32 at 32.)  It seems to me that we lose something important, namely, the ability to say something conclusive against immoral behavior.


� This objection was originally brought to my attention by Robert Streiffer.  The closest I have come to seeing this argument in print is Michael Smith, The Moral Problem (Oxford: Blackwell, 1994), pp. 87-91.  It is not clear, however, whether Smith means to put forward this version of the objection, or a different version, which I will address after discussing the version currently on the table.


� This might surprise the reader, considering that I admitted earlier in the chapter, not only for the sake of argument but also because I think it’s true, that most people think that certain moral reasons outweigh certain non-moral reasons.  However, to get from the premise that certain moral reasons outweigh certain non-moral reasons to the conclusion that we are almost always rationally required to behave morally, one needs to accept two more claims.  First, that moral reasons almost always outweigh non-moral reasons, and second, the platitude of practical reason.  I think that both of these premises are widely held, among non-philosophers, to be false (or they would be so held, if the question came up), which explains why it could be the case, as I have asserted it to be, that most people accept that certain moral reasons outweigh certain non-moral reasons yet deny that we are almost always rationally required to behave immorally.  


� Something like this objection is found in Streiffer, Moral Relativism and Reasons for Action, pp. 35-6.  In conversation, Streiffer has made it clear to me that this is the version of the objection that he wishes to press.  I should mention that Streiffer does not believe that there are different kinds of oughts, and consequently does not modify ‘ought’ with ‘in a final sense.’ However, if there is only one ought, then it is final by default.  So I presume Streiffer would assent to the way I have reworded his objection.


� I should mention, before moving on, that I have doubts about whether it is the case that in order for a negative appraisal of a behavior to have the force of criticism, the appraisal must be backed by an all-things-considered judgment.  However, since the requested error theory is so easy to come by, I shall not take the time to dispute this claim.


� I borrow the distinction from Stephen Darwall, who nicely distinguishes four kinds of autonomy in Stephen Darwall, "The Value of Autonomy and Autonomy of the Will," Ethics 116.2 (January 2006): 263-84 at 265.


� On the connection between autonomy and authorship, see David Velleman, "The Self as Narrator," Autonomy and the Challenges to Liberalism: New Essays, ed. John Christman and Joel Anderson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005) 56-76.


� To avoid this conclusion one would have to establish that there are non-conflict cases that do not present an opportunity for the exercise of rational autonomy.  This could be established if in some such cases the reasons on either side were equal in strength, but such situations must surely arise very rarely, if ever.  The other way to establish this would be by affirming a satisficing theory of rational behavior (such theories, and the contrast between them and maximizing theories, were discussed in Chapter 1).  First, however, it is controversial whether the true theory of rational behavior allows for satisficing.  Second, those who defend a satisficing theory tend to motivate their theory with examples of relatively trivial decisions in which it seems rationally permissible to choose an option acknowledged to be suboptimal.  I have in mind here Michael Slote’s example of the person who turns down an offer of more good food (an example he has used repeatedly over the years, including Michael Slote, "Two Views of Satisficing," Satisficing and Maximizing: Moral Theorists on Practical Reason, 1-13 at 14) and the example of the person who accepts a decent price for his house even though he could have waited for a better offer, and gotten one (I first saw this one in van Roojen, "The Plausibility of Satisficing and the Role of Good in Ordinary Thought," p. 155; van Roojen claims that just about everyone uses it).  Granted, Slote does suggest that satisficing can be rationally acceptable even in more momentous decisions, such as the decision to tone down one’s career ambitions (Slote, "Two Views of Satisficing," p. 14), but whether this example actually counts as evidence for a satisficing view is an open question (see David Schmidtz, "Rationality Within Reason," Journal of Philosophy 89 (1992): 445-66 at 456, as cited in van Roojen, "The Plausibility of Satisficing and the Role of Good in Ordinary Thought").  Consequently, even if the true theory of rational behavior allows for some satisficing, it is doubtful that it allows for satisficing in the most important choice situations (for an argument for something like this claim, see Thomas Hurka, "Satisficing and Substantive Values," Satisficing and Maximizing: Moral Theorists on Practical Reason, pp. 71-76).  But it is only in the making of truly life-altering decisions that authorship of one’s own life is achieved.  And so it seems that any non-conflict cases that do not present an opportunity for the exercise of rational autonomy will also not present an opportunity for the exercise of personal autonomy.  So the problem remains that any exercise of personal autonomy in a conflict case represents a missed opportunity to exercise one’s rational autonomy.


� I borrow this term, of course, from Bernard Williams, although he uses it in the service of an entirely different point.  (Actually, I suspect that he would be a bit disappointed to see it used in connection with the point I am currently making!) Williams, "Moral Luck," p. 18.


� This, too, has been disputed.  There are those who think that we should do what is right not because it is right, but because it is X, where X is whatever makes the right action right (e.g., it is an act of truth-telling, non-maleficence, etc.).  See, e.g., Smith, The Moral Problem, pp. 74-6.  Phillipa Foot seems to share the sentiment as well.  See Foot, "Morality as a System of Hypothetical Imperatives," p. 165.
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