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INTELLIGIBILITY AND THE 
GUISE OF THE GOOD

Paul Boswell

ave claims he had never before considered suicide, and he does not 
recall being depressed or even sad at the time. But late one other-

wise-ordinary night, while walking down a quiet street, Dave saw a car 
approaching, and it occurred to him that—as he later put it—“what I should do 
would be to kneel in the street and be hit by the car. It seemed to make perfect 
sense to me. And so that’s what I did.”1 The car screeched to a halt just in front of 
him, and a man got out and demanded to know what he was doing. According 
to Dave, “I looked at him, and I said, ‘I don’t know.’ I had no idea. I had no ex-
planation for him. . . . I still today—what, 25 years later—don’t understand what 
that was and why I did that.”2

In spite of the fact that in some way it made sense to him to kneel down, in 
another way it must have been utterly unintelligible to Dave to kneel. After all, he 
could find no reason for his action. Cases like Dave’s thus motivate what is often 
called the Intelligibility Constraint (IC) on action for a reason: 

IC: If an agent φs for a reason, then φing is intelligible to her (according to 
a certain sense of “intelligible”).

IC is not exactly a platitude, concerning as it does an intuitive yet unarticulated 
notion of intelligibility (about which more later). Moreover, it depends upon 
a particular notion of action for a reason that entails having a genuine reason 
of one’s own for acting. If instead, after months of psychotherapy, Dave were to 
unearth a repressed fear of appearing to be a failure to his father, and to discover 
that his genuflection so many years ago was a kind of prayer for forgiveness, then 
there would be another sense in which he knelt for a reason: he did it in the hope 
that he would be forgiven. (Call this case “Freudian Dave.”) But so long as we 
stipulate that at the time of action this motivation was fully repressed and that 
Freudian Dave had absolutely no idea why he was kneeling, then such a motiva-

1 Glass, “Devil on My Shoulder.”
2 Glass, “Devil on My Shoulder.”
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2 Boswell

tion does not speak to a reason of his for kneeling. To be a bit more explicit, I can 
grant that Freudian Dave has motivating reasons for action in his unconscious 
beliefs and drives. The sense in which he does not have a reason for action, how-
ever, is Anscombian: it is because there is no positive answer to the “Why [did 
you do that]?” question, at least as addressed to him.3 This latter, full-blooded 
sense of reasons for acting is the sense I am concerned with here.

IC, then, claims that there is a deep connection between this full-blooded 
sense of acting for a reason and a certain way in which actions may or may not 
be intelligible to their agents.

One traditional and perennially popular theory in the philosophy of action, 
the Guise of the Good (GG), is often held by its proponents to explain IC.4 Ac-
cording to GG, an action done for a reason must be seen as good by its agent, for 
a certain sense of “seen as good.” Furthermore, it holds that action for a reason 
must be intelligible to its agent because for an action to be intelligible in the rel-
evant way just is for it to be seen as good, in that sense of “seen as good.”5 Now, 
it so happens that current GG theories can be divided almost neatly into two 
camps according to how they think of such appearances of the good. Attitudinal 
views hold that these appearances have a presenting-as-good character but that 
normative notions need not figure in the content of these states. Assertoric views 
hold that these appearances are better understood as representations with nor-
mative content that are presented with assertoric rational significance—that is, 
the rational significance possessed by belief and perception that consists in their 
power to defeasibly license further beliefs and inferences from that content.6

In this article, I present a dilemma for the attitudinal theorist who aims to ex-

3 Anscombe, Intention, 9.
4 See Anscombe, Intention; Quinn, “Putting Rationality in Its Place”; Raz, “Agency, Reason, 

and the Good” and “On the Guise of the Good”; Tenenbaum, Appearances of the Good; 
Sussman, “For Badness’ Sake”; Johnston, “The Authority of Affect,” 189–90; Schapiro, “The 
Nature of Inclination,” 251–53; and Boyle and Lavin, “Goodness and Desire,” 188–89, among 
others. Note that Johnston and (sometimes) Anscombe focus more on how a certain rela-
tion to evaluation can make desiring, as opposed to acting, intelligible. Especially in the case 
of Johnston, this leaves to some extent open the question of whether they accept the precise 
form of GG I am interested in here, one that concentrates on action for a reason. I leave this 
exegetical point aside in the rest of the article, however. For a concern about whether Quinn 
accepts IC, see note 32 below.

5 See Anscombe, Intention, 70–78; Tenenbaum, Appearances of the Good, 32–33; Wiland, Rea-
sons, 49–52.

6 Schroeder (“How Does the Good Appear to Us?”), Schafer (“Perception and the Rational 
Force of Desire”), and Baker (“The Abductive Case for Humeanism over Quasi-Perceptual 
Theories of Desire,” 4–5) refer to similar distinctions between kinds of GG theories. The 
term “assertoric” was introduced to the debate by Schafer (“Perception and the Rational 
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plain IC. The dilemma arises out of an objection from Kieran Setiya, who argues 
that merely seeing an action as good does not suffice to render that action in-
telligible.7 (Indeed, as we will see, Dave’s case is good evidence that he is right.) 
If that is so, it imperils GG’s explanation of IC. I show that the very feature that 
GG theories need in order to answer this objection—the feature of motivation’s 
presenting a specific form of the good—forces them to characterize their view in 
a way that either favors the assertoric model or fails to capture the intelligibility 
of action. The crux of the argument is that attitudinal views are fundamentally 
unable to account for agents’ mental access to the good.

The immediate upshot of the article is that GG theorists should move to as-
sertoric formulations of the view, at least insofar as they rely on the intelligibility 
motivation. But in another way, the impact of the argument is broader. Near the 
end of the article, the dilemma I present gives way to a general argument that at-
titudinalist accounts of the intelligibility of action, whether they are GG views or 
not, fail precisely because action is intelligible to an agent in virtue of the content 
of the agent’s mental states.

A subsidiary aim of this article is to articulate an account of the intelligibil-
ity motivation for GG, a motivation frequently referenced in the literature but 
rarely set out at length. I give a limited defense of it here, focusing exclusively 
on defending it from Setiya’s objection. This I do in section 2 after introducing 
GG more thoroughly in section 1. Section 3 then presents the dilemma against 
attitudinal views.

1. The Guise of the Good

GG is really a family of views that all hold that human action or motivation to 
act, of some special kind or another, is only possible insofar as the agent acts or 
is motivated to act because of the good she sees in so acting.8 According to these 
views, goodness, or apparent goodness, plays a primary role in the motivation 
and rationalization of action.9 Before setting out the attitudinal and assertoric 
versions of the view, I flag four key features of the GG family.

GG has been held by various authors to be a constraint on action for a rea-

Force of Desire”), though he uses it to qualify a kind of Fregean force that he holds explains 
the rational significance of perception and belief.

7 Setiya, “Sympathy for the Devil.” Derek Baker (“The Abductive Case for Humeanism over 
Quasi-Perceptual Theories of Desire”) has also pressed a version of this objection.

8 See Tenenbaum, “Guise of the Good,” and Orsi, “The Guise of the Good,” for recent over-
views.

9 See for instance Raz, “Reasons,” on what he calls the “normative/explanatory nexus.”
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son, intention, intentional action, will, or, chiefly, desire.10 Because my concern 
is with GG theories generally, and because it is reasonable to assume that GG 
constrains action for a reason if it constrains intentional action or desire, here I 
investigate the weakest form of the view, one holding only that action for a reason 
must appear good to its agent.

There is a related dispute over the nature of the appearance of the good that 
the view requires. Many authors hold that desires are appearances of the good 
or that they involve or express thoughts about or perceptions of the good, but 
others hold that these required appearances are distinct from desires, such as 
motivating beliefs about the good.11 I am skeptical that desires are appearances 
of the good, but the argument in this paper does not require me to take a side 
on this issue. My focus is on the form and content of these allegedly required, 
motivating appearances of the good, whatever they may be. For that reason I 
speak generically of motivation as an appearance of the good. GG theorists can 
substitute for “motivation” their favored appearance-state, be it desire, evalua-
tive belief, etc.

GG requires more than that when agents act for a reason they see that act as 
good. It further requires that they act because of the (apparent) good, or that 
they are guided by the good.12 Similarly, GG requires more than that action for 
a reason is guided by the good in some way or another, for it entails that agents 
who act for a reason are guided by their mental access to the good. This point dif-
ferentiates GG from constitutivism, which attributes necessary aims or standards 
to agency but which is not generally committed to epistemic claims about agents’ 
access to those standards.13 An implication of this same point is that GG is not 

10 As a constraint on action for a reason, see Raz, “Agency, Reason, and the Good,” 22–23. As 
a constraint on intentional action, intention, or will, see Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I–II 1.1, 
94.2; Davidson, “How Is Weakness of the Will Possible?” 22; Raz, “Agency, Reason, and the 
Good”; Buss, “What Practical Reasoning Must Be If We Act for Our Own Reasons,” 400; 
Anscombe Intention, 75. As a constraint on desire, see Stampe, “The Authority of Desire”; 
Oddie, Value, Reality, and Desire; Tenenbaum, Appearances of the Good; and many others.

11 Tenenbaum, Appearances of the Good; Quinn, “Putting Rationality in Its Place,” 36; Scanlon, 
What We Owe to Each Other, 37–41; Buss, “What Practical Reasoning Must Be If We Act for 
Our Own Reasons”; Gregory, “The Guise of Reasons.”

12 This “because” in the formulation of GG is intimately connected with that of reason-expla-
nations of actions, but it should not be construed as entailing that, when an agent φs for a 
reason, her reason for φing is that φing is good, as such. This would otherwise tend to beg the 
question against attitudinal views. For there is independent pressure to think that an agent’s 
(nonpsychological) reasons for acting are all to be found among the contents of her beliefs, 
and as we will see below, attitudinalists believe that the good need not figure in the content 
of an agent’s mental states.

13 Paradigm constitutivists include Velleman, “The Possibility of Practical Reason”; Korsgaard, 
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equivalent to the claim that agents, in acting for a reason, are guided by a formal 
aim of acting or practical reasoning, even when conjoined with the claim that 
the good is that formal aim.14 Indeed, it is possible for an agent to be guided by 
something of which they have no intimation, as when unnoticed environmental 
cues affect an agent’s choice.15 We can also easily imagine a constitutivist theory 
that holds that agents are guided by the good but not in virtue of their access 
to it: suppose it is a conceptual truth that agents are guided by certain disposi-
tions, say, to realize their final desires and to know the world in which they live. 
These dispositions fix an intrinsic standard for agency, so that a perfect agent is 
one who exercises these dispositions perfectly. The theory could furthermore 
hold that states of affairs are good relative to an agent just in case, and because, 
that agent’s perfect counterpart desires them.16 On this theory, it falls out of the 
concept of agency that agents are guided by what is good relative to them. How-
ever, this is not because of any epistemic access that agents may have to what 
is good relative to them, but merely because agents are guided by dispositions 
the perfect exercise of which makes something good relative to them. They are 
guided by the good but in a “blind” way, as a dynamical system is guided by an 
attractor.17

So let me reemphasize that GG is a double requirement: the agent who acts 
for a reason must be (a) guided by the good, and (b) so guided in virtue of her 
access to it. According to GG, the appearance of goodness is crucial to the gener-
ation of action for a reason. And were the agent to have no access to what guides 
them, the guidance would be blind, and not the agent’s rational guidance, as 
action for a reason must manifest.18

Self-Constitution; and Smith, “A Constitutivist Theory of Reasons.” Note that Velleman re-
jects GG while holding that agents are necessarily guided by representations of what de re 
justifies action, though they need not conceive them under that guise. See Velleman, “Intro-
duction,” 28n34. Silverstein, “Agency and Normative Self-Governance,” gives an exception-
ally lucid presentation of Velleman’s view on this issue.

14 Contra Saemi, “Aiming at the Good.”
15 The most well-known evidence of this is found in Nisbett and Wilson, “Telling More Than 

We Can Know.”
16 The toy theory here is inspired by, but distinct from, the constitutivist theory in Smith, “A 

Constitutivist Theory of Reasons.”
17 Some may take issue with describing such agents as guided by the good. Is it not more 

accurate to say that they are guided toward what is good by their dispositions? But the cru-
cial point, I think, is that given the theory we could explain such an agent’s action (say, an 
attempt to realize a final desire) by saying that they did it because it was good. This noncausal 
explanation already gives a deflationary sense in which an agent is guided by the good.

18 See Schapiro, “What Are Theories of Desire Theories Of?” 132–33, for an excellent articula-
tion of this point.
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Lastly, “good” here must not be presumed to refer to value, much less to 
good-for or to moral, public, or agent-neutral value; indeed, “Guise of Norma-
tive Force” or “Guise of Justificatory Force” would be more apt titles for the the-
sis, if less catchy. The GG family thus embraces “Guise of Ought” and “Guise of 
Reasons” theorists too.19

1.1. The Attitudinal Model

The attitudinal model is a long-popular way of understanding appearances of the 
good. Typically it is applied to desire as the motivation of choice. The point of 
departure for the attitudinal model is a supposed analogy between belief and 
truth on the one hand, and desire and the good on the other. The formal object 
of belief is truth, it is held, and furthermore to believe is necessarily to regard the 
propositional content of one’s belief as true. But truth cannot plausibly be held 
to necessarily be part of the propositional content of belief, as if regarding one’s 
belief as true were like regarding a project to be a success, since that would set off 
a problematic regress.20 So, truth must relate to some aspect of belief apart from 
its content. Truth may, for instance, be held to figure in the intentional mode of 
the attitude of belief—that is, in the manner in which belief represents its prop-
ositional content: to believe that P is to represent-as-true that P.

According to the attitudinal model of GG, appearances of the good have the 
same relationship, at least in broad outline, with respect to the good. After all, 
when one is motivated to bring about that P, one is not motivated to bring about 
that it be good that P, but simply that P. From this it would appear that goodness 
need not be part of the content of motivation. So on the attitudinal model, moti-
vation is held instead to be a primitive presenting-as-good attitude, or goodness 
is considered part of the form of motivation, or it is suggested that it is constitu-
tive of a motivation to bring about that P that it aims to get it right as to whether 
P is good.21

1.2. The Assertoric Model

On the assertoric model of GG, an appearance of the good possesses good-
ness-including content that it presents with the rational significance of belief or 

19 Schafer, “Perception and the Rational Force of Desire”; Massin, “Desires, Values and 
Norms”; Gregory, “The Guise of Reasons.”

20 I present the regress explicitly in section 3.1 below.
21 Saemi, “Aiming at the Good”; Stampe, “The Authority of Desire”; Tenenbaum, “Appearing 

Good”; Schafer, “Perception and the Rational Force of Desire”; Kriegel, Brentano’s Philo-
sophical System; Velleman, “The Guise of the Good” (though Velleman goes on to reject GG).
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perception.22 Two cognitive, and in a broad sense of the term, representational 
states can share content and yet differ with respect to rational significance. One’s 
merely imagining that John Rawls is standing in the doorway would not even de-
feasibly rationalize the belief that John Rawls is standing in the doorway. How-
ever, a perceptual experience with the same content would. Thus perception and 
belief, but not imagination, share rational significance insofar as they both have 
the power to defeasibly license belief or inference. The thought is then that the 
motivations at the center of GG are to be understood in terms of beliefs or per-
ceptions concerning good actions.

In the assertoric camp belong Raz, Buss, and Gregory, who all hold that ac-
tion for a reason requires a belief about the good or about one’s normative rea-
sons.23 Davidson holds that desires express evaluative judgments.24 Oddie and 
Hawkins take desires to be perception-like experiences of the good.25

The assertoric model is frequently rejected as over-intellectual, as it is alleged 
that it requires animals and small children, who clearly have desires and who 
arguably can act for reasons, to possess evaluative concepts and exercise them 
whenever they act for a reason.26 I am optimistic that the problem is more ap-
parent than real since motivation should be thought to have nonconceptual eval-
uative content. However, the present paper is not the place to pursue this idea.27

There is also support for a hybrid model in the literature. This model agrees 
with the assertoric model that motivation can be associated with evaluative con-
tent, but disagrees with its assimilation of motivation to an evaluative perception 
or belief. A version of this model might hold that agents desire the good as such, 
or aim to do what is good. Talbot Brewer could be interpreted as falling into 
this camp.28 At any rate, since the hybrid view appeals to evaluative content, in 

22 Here I use “presentation” and its cognates in Brentano’s sense as a merely contentful state 
that of itself entails no commitment to the truth, appropriateness, etc., of its content, and 
which can be taken up into an attitude that does entail some such commitment. See Brenta-
no, Psychology from an Empirical Standpoint, 61–63.

23 Raz, “Agency, Reason, and the Good”; Buss, “What Practical Reasoning Must Be If We Act 
for Our Own Reasons”; Gregory, “The Guise of Reasons.”

24 Davidson, “Intending,” 86.
25 Oddie, Value, Reality, and Desire; Hawkins, “Desiring the Bad under the Guise of the Good.”
26 See for instance Velleman, “The Guise of the Good”; Schroeder, “How Does the Good Ap-

pear to Us?”; Saemi, “The Guise of the Good and the Problem of Over-Intellectualism.”
27 I investigate just such a view in Boswell, “Affect, Representation, and the Standards of Prac-

tical Reason,” ch. 4. See also Oddie, Value, Reality, and Desire, 80; Hawkins, “Desiring the 
Bad under the Guise of the Good.”

28 Brewer, “Three Dogmas of Desire,” esp. 271–72.
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principle it possesses the same content-based resources as the assertoric view 
to account for the intelligibility of action, so I will not discuss it separately here.

2. Intelligibility

In this section I first present a brief tour of the notion of intelligibility with the 
aim of thereby rendering IC, as well as GG’s explanation of it, prima facie plausible. 
I then argue that a proper understanding of intelligibility defuses an objection 
from Kieran Setiya.

I should note that both supporters and critics of the intelligibility motiva-
tion have, at times, targeted other notions of intelligibility than the one I sketch 
below. Most notably, although the notion of intelligibility at issue here owes a 
great deal to Anscombe, it owes yet more to Warren Quinn. Anscombe holds 
that statements or agents under a certain description (typically as wanting some-
thing) are intelligible or not absolutely, and the notion of intelligibility she has 
in mind seems to be analogous to that according to which “Colorless green ideas 
sleep furiously” is not intelligible.29 Regrettably, considerations of space prevent 
me from giving this interpretation its due in this paper; suffice it to say that I 
think the more compelling version of the intelligibility motivation relies on intu-
itions not about what is interpretable as an agent, as Anscombe’s does, but about 
our relationship to our own actions.

2.1. Intelligibility of an Action to an Agent

The notion of intelligibility at play is specific in that an action is intelligible to its 
agent only if the agent has some consideration in mind, generally a property 
thought to be instantiated by the action, in virtue of which it is intelligible to him. 
Take for instance Quinn’s infamous Radio Man, who finds himself in a bizarre 
functional state that causes him to turn on any radio at hand—though he does 
not turn them on in order to hear anything, or indeed in order that anything 
else happen. It is just something that he is disposed to do.30 What is most con-
spicuously lacking in Radio Man is an idea of what is to be accomplished by his 

29 See, for example, Anscombe, Intention, 14, 19, and 26; cf. MacIntyre, “The Intelligibility of 
Action,” 64. Vogler (Reasonably Vicious, 49, 51) and Raz (“The Guise of the Bad,” 11–13) 
seem to rely on Anscombe’s notion while Raz (“Incommensurability and Agency,” 118) and 
Tenenbaum (Appearances of the Good, 33–35) seem to avail themselves of both Quinn’s and 
Anscombe’s notions of intelligibility.

30 Quinn, “Putting Rationality in Its Place,” 32.
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turning on radios—what the point of it is.31 But what reason for acting could he 
have if he has no idea what the point of the action might be?32

Because it concerns the sense the agent made of her action, the notion of in-
telligibility is also agent-relative and actual: IC requires of any action for a reason 
that its agent actually saw—that is, actually had mental access to—some point 
to the action. In this sense, the action is not intelligible in virtue of falling under 
some type that would be intelligible to someone else in other circumstances, nor 
in virtue of being intelligible in some absolute sense.

To be sure, an intelligibility requirement built solely on this idea—that in or-
der to φ for a reason there must be some consideration the agent takes to be the 

31 GG insiders may recall that Quinn (“Putting Rationality in Its Place”) focuses a little less 
on the intelligibility of action than on the thesis that desires must be evaluative if they are to 
rationalize action. Some philosophers have also taken desire’s rationalization of action to be 
a main explanatory payoff of GG. One might wonder why I focus on intelligibility, then. One 
difficulty is that “rationalization” is used in different ways: Is a rationalization (1) an expla-
nation of an action in terms of the agent’s own reason for it (Davidson, “Actions, Reasons, 
and Causes,” 3)? Or does something rationalize action just in case it (2) makes that action 
rational, or alternatively, (3) grounds or “gives” the existence of a pro tanto or prima facie 
reason for it (Quinn, “Putting Rationality in Its Place,” 40)? All these interpretations pose 
problems for GG’s potential to explain how motivation rationalizes action. In brief, whether 
it is plausible to claim that only evaluatively construed motivations contribute to the ratio-
nality of action, as on (2), depends on the correct theory of rationality, and as for (3), many 
GG theorists hold that desires track reasons but do not ground them. For (1), GG can indeed 
explain why the agent does not act on a reason of her own when her action does not appear 
good to her, but it does this precisely by using GG to explain the unintelligibility of such 
action, as in Quinn’s article. So I regard the intelligibility requirement, and GG’s explanation 
of it, as more fundamental than and key to GG’s explanation of how desire (or certain moti-
vations) rationalizes action.

32 A referee pointed out that it is not at all clear that Quinn accepts IC. After all, does Radio 
Man not walk across the room for a reason—so as to turn on the radio—in spite of the 
unintelligibility of doing so? In a sense the criticism is fair. Quinn is interested not in the 
conditions for an action’s being done for a reason but for its having a rationalization, where 

“rationalization” is interpreted as (3) and not (1) (see previous note), and so there are not 
sufficient grounds for counting Quinn as endorsing IC. On the other hand, nor are there 
sufficient grounds for counting Quinn as rejecting it. That would require Quinn to hold 
that one can act for a reason without having an attitude that gives one’s reason for acting, 
since for Quinn an attitude’s giving a reason for acting entails the existence of that reason, 
and Quinn also holds that there is no reason for Radio Man to take means to turn on radios 
(“Putting Rationality in Its Place,” 32–33). This in turn undercuts the necessary connection 
between practical thought and the good that Quinn is trying to draw (“Putting Rationality 
in Its Place,” 29–30). A more coherent position for Quinn would be that all action for a rea-
son is for a (at least prima facie) reason that rationalizes that action, but that mere goal-di-
rected action is not necessarily done for a reason. Regardless, this exegetical point is not 
crucial to the argument of the paper; the goal of this section is to draw out the intelligibility 
motivation as it has generally been understood.



10 Boswell

case and in light of which φing is intelligible to them—is neither controversial 
nor interesting.33 Quite plausibly it falls out of the very concept of acting for a 
reason that one have at least some reason in mind in acting. But the special interest 
in the GG theorist’s conception of intelligibility is that not just any feature, con-
sequence, or aspect thought by the agent to be instantiated by the action suffices 
to make that action intelligible to the agent:

Suppose, for example, that you notice me spray painting my shoe. You 
ask why I am doing that, and I reply that this way my left shoe will weigh 
a little more than my right. You ask why I want the left shoe to weigh a 
little more. Now suppose I just look at you blankly and say, “That’s it.” I 
seem not to understand your puzzlement. You grasp for straws. “Is this 
some sort of performance art, on the theme of asymmetry?” “No.” “Is 
someone going to weigh your shoes as part of some game?” “No. Why 
do you ask?”34

Here it is clear that there is an oddness about the Shoe Painter’s explanation even 
though they have correctly identified a plausible consequence of spray painting 
their shoe.

Thus there appear to be substantive constraints on intelligible-making prop-
erties. Being instrumental to something one is compelled to do does not make an 
action intelligible. Nor does thinking of one’s action as possessing a thin norma-
tive property, such as being what one should do as such, render it intelligible, as 
Dave’s example shows.35 So if indeed action for a reason must be intelligible to 
its agent, what explains why such action can occur under the guise of its instan-
tiating certain properties and not others? GG proposes just such an explanation: 
the property must be, as Anscombe puts it, “one of the many forms of good,” i.e., 
a particular or substantive evaluative property or kind of good.36 Thus we arrive 
at GG’s account of the intelligibility of action: an action is intelligible to its agent 

33 See Schapiro, “The Nature of Inclination,” 235–59, for a longer, nuanced discussion on this 
point. Schapiro takes Quinn’s argument to ultimately show that thinking of desires as dispo-
sitions neglects their crucial role as proposing courses of action.

34 Clark, “Aspects, Guises, Species, and Knowing Something to Be Good,” 234–35.
35 I consider an objection to this interpretation in section 2.2 below.
36 Anscombe, Intention, 77. For echoes of Anscombe on this point, see Quinn; “Putting Ratio-

nality in Its Place,” 41–42; Johnston, “The Authority of Affect,” 189–90; and Vogler, Reason-
ably Vicious, 51. For the sake of simplicity, I write throughout of specific evaluative properties 
or kinds of good. Guise of Reasons and Guise of Ought theorists need to find equivalent 
notions. However, these are ready at hand. Just as it is plausible that there are distinct kinds 
of value, it is also plausible that there are distinct kinds of reasons and oughts, such as moral, 
prudential, and aesthetic.
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just in case, and because, it seems to the agent to instantiate or promote a sub-
stantive value-property. Together with GG’s claim that an action done for a rea-
son must be seen by its agent as good, this account of intelligibility can explain 
why IC is true—that is, why action for a reason must be intelligible to its agent.

Before moving on to Setiya’s objection, let me address a worry about this un-
derstanding of the relation between GG and the intelligibility motivation. There 
are two parts to this explanation: the first is the account of the intelligibility of 
action in terms of seeing that action as good, and the second is the claim that 
this account and GG together can explain why IC is true. One could imagine both 
steps going differently, however. After all, GG is compatible with constructivist 
approaches that explain the good in terms of features of rational agency, or in-
deed with a no-priority view about the relation between rational faculties and 
the good.37 Since it is furthermore plausible to hold that finding an action in-
telligible belongs to rational agency and is an aspect of our rational faculties, it 
would seem possible that a GG theorist could attempt to explain what it is for an 
agent to see her action as good in terms of what she finds intelligible, or to hold 
that necessarily an agent sees as good just what she finds intelligible, without as-
signing explanatory priority to either notion. Such a theorist could then deploy 
such an account, together with IC, to explain GG. On this way of understanding 
the problem, we begin with the question, “Why must actions done for a reason 
be seen as good by their agents?” and the response is that to see an action as 
good just is to find it intelligible, and action for a reason must be intelligible to 
its agent.38

But the affinity between constructivism and the seeing-good-to-intelligibil-
ity direction of explanation is more apparent than real. It is one thing to explain 
the good in terms of the possibility of finding an action an intelligible object of 
choice, and another to explain seeing something as good in terms of its being 
made an intelligible object of choice. At any rate, whatever the GG theorist’s ac-
count of the relation between rationality and the good, it seems to me that she 
faces considerable pressure to understand the intelligibility of action in terms of 
seeing good in the action. First, an explanation in the other direction threatens 
to reduce away the normative guise that is essential to GG: if the GG theorist tells 
us that agents must see as good all actions they do for a reason, but then clari-
fies that by “see as good” she means “find intelligible” or “make sense of,” then 
it is not clear that she has told us anything particularly controversial. Even as 

37 See Tenenbaum, Appearances of the Good, ch. 3, for a Kantian view that is at least consis-
tent with constructivism, and Raz, “Reason, Rationality, and Normativity,” 86, for the latter, 
no-priority view.

38 Thanks to a referee for pressing me to address a possibility along these lines.
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staunch a GG opponent as Setiya could in principle adopt this theory by in turn 
understanding the intelligibility of action in terms of the agent’s having a caus-
al-historical explanation for it.39 Thus, this direction of explanation threatens GG 
with triviality.40 And second, the no-priority view seems to me an option of last 
resort, insofar as it posits an unexplained necessary connection between seeing 
good and finding intelligible.41

2.2. Setiya’s Objection

Once we clarify that seeing an action as good can render it intelligible only when 
an agent has a particular kind of good in mind, we can neatly sidestep an oth-
erwise worrisome objection Kieran Setiya first raised to GG’s explanation of IC. 
The objection centers around the fact that merely noting that someone’s action 
was performed under the guise of the good does not suffice to make the action 
intelligible. Setiya’s version of the objection alludes to a famous line in Raz, 
which is intended to illustrate the idea that rules of rationality constrain choice, 
and that one of these constraints is that one can only choose for what one takes 
to be a good reason: “I cannot choose to have coffee because I love Sophocles,” 
he writes.42

To this Setiya responds that merely conceiving one’s options explicitly under 
the guise of the good need not make them any more intelligible, and he illus-
trates the point with the following dialogue:

“She is drinking coffee because she loves Sophocles.”
“What? That makes no sense at all.”
“Oh yes it does! She thinks it is a reason to drink coffee.”43

I think Setiya’s dialogue is best taken as illustrating just what Dave’s story does: it 
sure seems possible—indeed, actual, given Dave—for someone to think that an 
action would be good, or what she ought to do, or what she has reason to do, etc., 
and yet for this not to make the action any more intelligible. But, given section 
2.1, the GG theorist can plausibly reply that what has gone wrong here is that we 

39 Setiya, Reasons without Rationalism.
40 I discuss a related triviality worry for GG in greater detail in Boswell, “Affect, Representation, 

and the Standards of Practical Reason,” 31–37.
41 Once we have established that the GG theorist should explain intelligibility in terms of see-

ing good, we still face the question of whether we might instead see this account together 
with IC as supporting GG. However, the choice between the two is a matter of rhetorical 
strategy and would not affect the central conclusions of the paper.

42 Raz, “When We Are Ourselves,” 8.
43 Setiya, “Sympathy for the Devil,” 97.
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are not given any kind of good under whose guise the coffee drinker drinks. If we 
were told that she is drinking coffee because she thinks this honors Sophocles, we 
may be confused as to why she would think that. But we would then appreciate 
her goal of honoring a literary figure, and thus find it intelligible as she does.44 
Thus, Setiya’s objection does not undermine the intelligibility motivation for GG, 
once this motivation is properly understood.

Derek Baker has recently pressed a version of the same objection to views of 
desire as evaluative perception-like seemings, and it fails for the same reason.45 
Taking up a Radio Man-like example from Johnston, he asks us to imagine some-
one who acts on a blind urge to turn a knob counterclockwise.46 Baker grants 
that the action will strike its agent as unintelligible, especially if she believes it 
not good to turn it, but he then supposes the same agent now acts on a percep-
tion-like feeling that there is a reason to turn the knob, even though she knows 
this feeling to be inaccurate. Baker objects that this addition of a seeming of a 
reason does not make the turning any more intelligible. But of course, we can 
now see that this is not an effective test of the intelligibility motivation. For that 
we would need to suppose that the agent feels there to be a specific kind of rea-
son to turn the knob, even though she disbelieves this feeling. So let us suppose 
instead that the agent desperately feels that by turning the knob she will be free of 
the dungeon in which she is trapped, though she knows the door is locked. Does 
this feeling, a misleading anticipation of freedom, make sense of her turning the 
knob? The answer is clearly yes. She can see a point to her turning, though the 
point goes beyond her own hope of fulfilling it.

So it appears that there are guises of the good such that acting under them 
does not suffice for action for a reason. Why might this be so? By returning to 
the groundwork of GG laid out in section 1, I think we can glimpse why acting 
merely under the guise of normative notions like “ought,” “reason,” “good,” or 

“desirable” will not suffice. According to GG, there is a constitutive, formal aim of 
whatever motivations it holds are appearances of justificatory force: they func-
tion to register or reflect ways in which actions may be justified. Because GG 
holds that these appearances also guide one to act because of the justificatory 

44 One might think that Setiya’s objection fails for a different reason, that, quite generally, pos-
sessing the testimony that P need not make P intelligible to one. I may, for instance, ac-
cept that some mathematical theorem I do not understand is true simply because Professor 
Conway told me it was. Quite plausibly, this general truth relies on a distinct kind of intel-
ligibility, that of simply not fully grasping a proposition. But in Setiya’s dialogue we are to 
imagine that the interlocutor does understand the last line, and finds the purported reason 
unintelligible nonetheless.

45 Baker, “The Abductive Case for Humeanism over Quasi-Perceptual Theories of Desire,” 20.
46 Johnston, “The Authority of Affect,” 189–90.
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force registered or reflected in them, it follows that action itself is constitutively 
regulated by justificatory force, at least when it is done for a reason. But one’s 
reason for acting cannot reflect merely that the action meets this constitutive 
aim, any more than one’s reason for believing a proposition can be merely that it 
is true. (Supposing, of course, that belief is constitutively regulated by the norm 
of truth.) A genuine reason must offer intelligible support, and intelligible sup-
port cannot be so directly question-begging. A reason for acting must reflect a 
particular way in which the constitutive aim of action for a reason is met, just as 
a genuine reason for believing must reflect a particular way in which the consti-
tutive aim of belief is met.47 Now, as we also saw in section 1, the notions of what 
one ought to do, what one has reason to do, and what is good to do, are simply 
different candidates for this formal aim of action. Their suitability to playing this 
role of the formal aim of action is thus precisely what prevents action merely 
under their guise from rendering action for a reason intelligible.

Let me turn to three objections to this strategy of response to Setiya. First, 
there is an alternative way of understanding the import of cases like Dave, the 
Shoe Painter, and drinking coffee for love of Sophocles. One might think that 
these cases do not show thin normative concepts themselves incapable of ren-
dering action intelligible, and instead show only that their ability to render ac-
tion intelligible is conditional on these concepts being intelligibly applied in a 
given case. This view holds that the Shoe Painter’s action is unintelligible not 
because she saw no specific kind of good that painting her shoe would accom-
plish (taking for granted, of course, that making her shoe a little heavier is not of 
itself good), but because she could not intelligibly take making her shoe a little 
heavier as itself a reason for painting the shoe. The idea is that taking anything 
to be a reason for an action suffices to make that action intelligible, so long as the 
thing taken to be a reason can intelligibly be so taken. Indeed, there is one way 
of reading Raz’s discussion of drinking coffee for the love of Sophocles on which 
this is the very moral that he offers: his point may be that there are substantive 
constraints on what could be taken to be a reason for choice or on how an action 

47 One might object that there are many cases in which a good reason for believing P is simply 
that it seems to one that P is true; perhaps, indeed, we cannot rebut skeptical arguments 
without a like entitlement. Is this not a question-begging reason for belief? (Thanks to a 
referee for this objection.) But there are two ways to read the offered reason, that “it seems 
to one that P is true.” On the first, less plausible reading, one’s reason is simply that P is true, 
as it seems to one to be the case. That is directly question-begging, and not an intelligible 
reason for believing P. On the second, one’s reason is that one has a seeming as of P being 
true. That is an intelligible reason for believing P, but it is also not directly question-begging 
insofar as it appeals to a state distinct from belief in P that may well confer justification on it.
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may be seen to be good if it is to be done for a reason, and that on his view these 
constraints derive from a theory of value.48

However, I fail to see how making one’s shoe a little bit heavier could simply be 
conceptually ineligible to be taken as a reason for painting one’s shoe. Indeed, 
the interlocutor in the Shoe Painter example suggests two contexts that could 
make this a perfectly intelligible reason for that action—and it bears noting that 
both contexts (a sports competition, an artistic piece) plausibly render the ac-
tion intelligible by connecting the reason to a specific kind of good (winning 
a game, aesthetic value). The situation is even worse for the objector once we 
turn to other thin normative concepts. Is it really plausible to suppose that the 
unintelligibility of Dave’s kneeling in the street in front of the oncoming car is 
due to the fact that it is simply unintelligible to think that one should kneel down 
in the street in front of an oncoming car? On the contrary, it is clear that we can 
make such a thought intelligible by connecting it to a kind of good, for instance 
by supposing that Dave thought kneeling before the car the only way to save 
the lives of five children tied down to the road farther ahead. The objector may 
after all be right that seeing a thin good in an action is conditionally sufficient for 
rendering the action intelligible, but the condition involves the agent’s seeing a 
specific kind of good in the action.

Second, one might try to extend Setiya’s objection by finding cases in which 
an agent does see some substantive kind of good in acting but also in which that 
action is not intelligible to them. To see the idea, suppose that a moderate form 
of judgment externalism is true—in particular, that moral judgments do not ne-
cessitate motivation. One might then think that caring about something, and not 
merely judging it good in some specific way, is what makes action intelligible.49 
Imagine a miser who always judges it charitable to give bonuses to his employees, 
but who is left entirely cold by the idea, and so—the objection runs—does not 
find the prospect of actually giving out a bonus intelligible. If that is possible, GG 
fails to give a sufficient condition for intelligibility.

To this the GG theorist should respond that GG is not committed to hold-
ing that every way of cognizing an action as good amounts to seeing the action 
as good in the sense relevant to intelligibility, just as GG is not committed to 
holding that any sort of motivation or action whatsoever occurs under the guise 
of the good.50 And indeed, there seems to be an important difference between 
abstractly assenting to the proposition that something would be the charitable 
thing to do and really getting, feeling, recognizing, or having a practical intuition of 

48 Thanks to a referee for suggesting a response along these lines.
49 See Stocker, “Desiring the Bad” and “Raz on the Intelligibility of Bad Acts.”
50 Tenenbaum, Appearances of the Good, 73–75, effectively makes the same point.
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its value, though different GG theories will have different ways of cashing this 
thought out.51 So a GG theorist could plausibly respond that the miser did not 
really see a substantive kind of value in bonus-giving in the relevant sense of “see,” 
and that is why it was not intelligible to him.52

Third, one might object that finding oneself with the inexplicable intuition 
that drinking coffee somehow honors Sophocles hardly makes more sense of 
drinking coffee than the bare intuition that one ought to drink it. What does the 
kind of good add?53

I agree that thinking that drinking coffee honors Sophocles, absent further 
beliefs that rationalize this belief, is odd. But the oddness is that of having an 
odd theory about honor, and for the resolution of our puzzlement we require 
only some story of the agent’s history that shows her to have arrived at this the-
ory through familiar psychological mechanisms. This puzzlement contrasts with 
that about someone who thinks that some action just ought to be done, without 
any further idea as to its import—even supposing that they point to the promo-
tion of some other nonnormatively described property as their claimed reason 
for acting. (“I am placing this book here because that way I will have seventeen 
green books placed horizontally on my roof, which seems like the number I 
ought to have.”) Any historical explanation of this state of mind would still leave 
us saying, “That alone can’t be his reason for acting, if he really has one.” We 
cannot see how his action could be intelligible to him, absent some further story 
of how that action appeared to him to be related to some further, specific kind 
of good.

3. Against the Attitudinal Model

Note that the assertoric model is well-positioned to account for the sense in 
which the intelligibility of action requires an appeal to specific evaluative prop-
erties. This is simply because it can hold that whatever motivations are appear-

51 See Johnston, “The Authority of Affect,” 192–93, for an illustration of how what he calls 
“affective collapse” can lead an ongoing activity to resemble mere habit or automatic action, 
even if one still believes, in an abstract, non-affective way, that the activity is valuable.

52 Of course, other responses to this challenge are possible. One could deny that the miser ever 
fails to find bonus-giving intelligible, and that what changes is merely his motivation to do 
it. Tenenbaum (Appearances of the Good) argues against judgment externalism (as part of 
what he calls the “separatist thesis”), and so can deny the coherence of the supposition that 
the miser really believed bonus-giving good but did not find bonus-giving intelligible at 
all. Roughly, Tenenbaum’s view implies that the miser finds bonus-giving only conditionally 
intelligible (Appearances of the Good, ch. 8).

53 Thanks to Stephen White for impressing on me the importance of this objection.
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ances of the good must have some such evaluative property as part of their 
representational content, with no expectation that the same good is part of the 
content of every motivation. Take, for example, the view that emotions are ap-
pearances of the good with evaluative content. This view can hold that fear pres-
ents approaching a growling dog as dangerous while anger presents retaliation 
as payback. Dangerousness and payback are just different values, and they make 
different sorts of actions intelligible.

In contrast, according to the attitudinal model it is constitutive of motivation 
(of whatever sort GG is concerned with) to φ that it presents-as-good φing, in 
much the same way that belief presents-as-true its content. Generally speaking, 
proponents of this version of GG hold that the motivation in question is desire, so 
for ease of exposition in discussing their view, below I frequently replace talk of 
motivation with talk of desire.

But it would appear that this reliance on a feature of presenting-as-good that 
is common to all desire is also what prevents the attitude model from accounting 
for the intelligibility of action. As we saw above, if GG is to explain the intelligi-
bility of action, it must explain it by reference to the appearance to the agent of a 
particular kind of good or evaluative property. That was precisely what we need-
ed to respond to Setiya’s objection, above. Yet it is hard to see how the attitudinal 
model can deliver this. The attitudinal view cannot simply hold that we act under 
the guise of a thin notion of good, as in the case of a view that holds that any 
desire presents its content as choiceworthy, desirable, or what one should bring 
about, as such. For recall that if this were so then the attitudinal model would 
secure the intelligibility of desired action only if Dave’s action is intelligible to 
him. After all, it appeared to Dave that what he should do is kneel down and be 
hit by the car, and nevertheless his action was not intelligible to him. Clearly it 
makes the action no more intelligible if we substitute “is desirable for me to do” 
or “is the choiceworthy thing to do” for “should do.”

The attitudinalist thus needs to thicken up her notion of good. There are a 
number of conceivable ways to accomplish this, but one attitudinalist already 
appears to possess the resources to deal with this problem. According to Sergio 
Tenenbaum, desires not only present their contents as meeting the formal aim 
of desire, but they present it under a certain perspective.54 The perspective under 
which one desires is then to explain the particular way in which one’s desiring is 
intelligible. The bare fact that Sue wants to damage Ms. S’s boat does not intel-
ligibly explain why Sue is throwing stones at it. But if we are told that Sue wants 
to damage Ms. S’s boat out of envy, it appears we have been given an explana-

54 Tenenbaum, Appearances of the Good, sec. 1.5.
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tion that shows her stone casting to be intelligible.55 Other perspectives that can 
make certain actions intelligible include honesty, or being a cinephile, a gour-
mand, or a good parent—all of which can be plausibly understood as organized 
around specific kinds of good.

Here is a general version of the strategy at work. The attitudinal theorist is 
weakening the proposed analogy with truth in a certain respect. According to 
the story told in section 1, the connection between belief and truth is constitu-
tive of and common to any belief, for all beliefs present-as-true their content. 
But perhaps token desires may present different substantive evaluative properties. 
Perhaps it is constitutive of desire that it present some good or other, even though 
no particular good may be required. Truth is one and good many, it might be 
said. Some such necessary connection between desires and specific evaluative 
properties is needed to overcome Setiya’s objection, and it also seems to be what 
Tenenbaum is trying to secure.

Unfortunately, this connection is not ultimately available to the attitudinal 
theorist. I consider two formulations of this view. The first characterizes the con-
nection between motivation and a specific evaluative property in terms of an 
adjective embedded within a verb: a token appetite presents-as-tasty a treat, say. 
The second, Tenenbaum’s way, characterizes it adverbially: Sue desires enviously. 
Against the first I argue there is no obvious, good reason to think that it charac-
terizes an aspect of an attitude as opposed to its content, and that there is reason 
to think the opposite. Against the second, I argue that it cannot secure the need-
ed mental access to the specific good that GG requires. This leads me to advance 
in the final section a general argument against attitudinal views.

3.1. The Adjectival Formulation

What is an attitude? Orthodoxy has it that it is a relation between a subject and 
a content, usually a propositional content.56 Most of the disagreement on this 
question is over the deeper nature of this relation. Staying at the level of com-
monly accepted platitudes, we could say that the content of a mental state gives 
what the mental state presents to the mind, what it is about, and the attitude 
provides how that content is presented, or the way in which the subject takes that 
content or that presentation.

So when the attitudinal theorist tells us that the desire for a treat presents-
as-tasty the treat, should we take her at her word that she has characterized an 
aspect of the attitude of desire? Against this, note that nearly all the substan-
tive, intelligible-making goods, such as health, success, beauty, and tastiness, are 

55 Tenenbaum, Appearances of the Good, 43 (Tenenbaum’s example).
56 E.g., Fodor, “Propositional Attitudes,” generalizing slightly.
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properties of the things, states of affairs, and people that our motivations are 
concerned about. They are not properties of representational entities like prop-
ositions. If your appetite for the treat presents-as-tasty the treat, then it seems 
your attitude can also be expressed by saying that you take it as true that the 
treat is tasty. You in some way attribute tastiness to the treat—that is why it is 
intelligible to you to eat it. And of course, we would naturally think that “tasty” 
figures in specifying the content of the attitude when expressed this way. But it 
is distinctive of attitudinal views that the good is not supposed to play a role in 
motivation by figuring in the content of a mental state.

These reflections point to a sufficient condition for construing a property P 
as figuring in the content of an attitude-type A:

AC: If attitude A presents-X-as-P, where (in a token case) X is what A is 
about and P is a property that X could instantiate, and P is not exclusively 
a property of a representational entity like a proposition, then A’s content 
(in that token case) is that X is P.

This principle has the great benefit of not misconstruing the contents of beliefs 
and perceptions, contrary to an accusation that Karl Schafer has brought against 
assertoric views.57 Here is one way to see the worry, and how AC avoids it. As 
noted above (section 1.1), beliefs present or regard their contents as true, but 
the mere fact that a belief that X presents X as true cannot suffice for the content 
of that belief being (X is true). If that were true, the belief that X would also 
be the belief that (X is true), since the content of a belief is what follows the 
complementizer “that” in “the belief that.” But as a belief, it would also present 
(X is true) as true. Thus a regress begins. So it cannot be a general truth about 
attitudes that, if an attitude presents-X-as-P, then P is part of its content. From 
this it would appear that appealing to the fact that motivation presents an action 
as good in support of an assertoric view is simply special pleading.

AC does not entail that truth is part of the content of belief, however, for the 
simple reason that if belief presents X as true, then X must be a proposition, and 
a proposition is a representational entity. Nor are propositions what most beliefs 
are about; they are about taxes, fish, and all other things under the sun, most of 
which are not truth-apt.

AC also captures why the formal objects of a number of attitudes are best 
construed as part of their content. Fear of a dog presents the dog as dangerous, 
and some find it natural to say that the content of this fear is that the dog is dan-
gerous; AC explains why.58 Or, take the class of beliefs about people’s hairiness, 

57 Schafer, “Perception and the Rational Force of Desire,” 269.
58 Those most inclined to find this intuitive are emotional perceptualists like Tappolet (Emo-
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and suppose that this class forms a type of attitude. We may then note that my 
belief that Steve is hairy presents-as-hairy Steve. But AC explains why we should 
not construe attitudes in this class in terms of a primitive presenting-as-hairy 
attitude that takes people as contents. “Hairy” qualifies Steve, not the manner in 
which he is represented to me.59

AC has the effect of limiting what properties the attitudinalist may substitute 
for P in an attitude A that presents-X-as-P to those that either cannot be instanti-
ated by whatever the attitude is about, or those that, like accuracy and the alethic 
modes, are exclusively properties of representational entities. This might seem 
unnaturally disjunctive. It may also seem that the latter restriction in particular 
hides the bone of contention, since what is at issue is whether normative prop-
erties such as the good—which surely do not exclusively apply to representa-
tional entities—can ever be substituted for P without figuring in the content of 
A. But there is, I believe, an attractive, general, and altogether orthodox picture 
of the relation between attitudes and their content that supports AC. According 
to this picture, the content of an attitude “gives” what the attitude is about by 
representing what the attitude is about, and when A presents X as P, P quite gen-
erally figures in A’s content—except where X is the content of A, and P is taken as 
modifying the manner in which that content, qua representation, is held before 
the mind. But where P functions to modify what the attitude is about (taxes, 
fish, etc.), it is difficult to see how P could do so without figuring in the content 
of the attitude itself, at least so long as we hold on to our platitudes about the 
distinction between attitude and content. Alternatively, the attitudinal theorist 
could reject the assumption that contents of attitudes are representational, but 
this seems to me to be extraordinarily costly.60 Thus, to reject AC the attitudi-
nalist would need to construct a different conception of the relation between 
attitudes and their content.

The attitudinalist may at this point object that there is a difference between 

tions, Values, and Agency) and cognitivists like Solomon (“Emotions and Choice”) and 
Nussbaum (Upheavals of Thought). Emotional attitudinalists deny this, however; see Deon-
na and Teroni, The Emotions.

59 It must be granted that AC’s implications on other attitudes, particularly attitudes of confi-
dence and doubt, are less clear. A suspicion that X presents X as somewhat likely. But does 
it present an event as likely, or does it present the proposition that X as likely true? I am 
inclined toward the latter, since the relation between probability and credence is broadly 
similar to that between outright belief and truth. But there is no space to pursue the issue 
here.

60 In brief, it seems to me that such views either cannot explain the failure of existential gener-
alization from attitudinal contents or must rely on a mysterious relation to mere possibilia. 
But obviously, the debate on this question is long and intricate, and cannot be settled here.
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an attitude that presents-X-as-P and the attitude of taking it to be true that X is 
P, for the former can be possessed by a creature without the concept of P while 
the latter cannot.61 But the principle this objection implicitly relies on—that 
one can only possess an attitude with content C if one possesses all the concepts 
required for a specification of C—is a rather contentious one insofar as it rejects 
the possibility of nonconceptual content.62 Moreover, the attitudinalist would 
owe us a justification for thinking that we can say that the creature presents-X-
as-P even though she objects to saying that it takes it to be true that X is P. What 
could the difference be?

Now, in the foregoing I assumed that the “presents-as-good” locution is to 
be understood in terms of an attribution of a specific kind of goodness. With 
this assumption in place, AC is particularly intuitive. Some may seek to object 
to this assumption once it is seen that it leads to a rejection of the attitudinal 
view. However, if we do not understand the locution this way, it is hard to make 
sense of it, especially as an articulation of a GG view. What could it mean to 
take-as-beautiful a painting, if not to attribute beauty to it? What sort of man-
ner of response to a content would that be? The attitudinalist cannot say that it 
means that one takes a certain kind of pleasure in the painting. For, to avoid cir-
cularity, she would then need to provide a non-attitudinal evaluative account of 
pleasure in order to secure GG. It is not clear to me how she could do this without 
ascribing evaluative content to pleasure, in which case the view would be a con-
voluted version of the assertoric strategy. Perhaps then it means responding to 
the painting in whatever manner is appropriate to a beautiful object.63 But why 
would that manner necessarily imply that the subject has mental access to the rel-
evant good, as GG requires?64 Lastly, if the adjectival locution is not understood 
as implying an attribution of goodness, it does not seem to allow the possibility 
of motivation’s being mistaken about the good. Yet the ability of GG to secure the 

61 Thanks to Christine Tappolet for this objection.
62 Nonconceptual content is frequently attributed to perceptual experiences and emotions. 

For an overview, see Bermúdez, “The Distinction between Conceptual and Nonconceptual 
Content.”

63 As noted above, many attitudinal theorists take the presenting-as-good character of desire 
to be primitive. The responses just considered are unavailable to these theorists, who are 
unable to explain this character in more basic terms and thus face extraordinary difficulty 
explaining why “good” should be thought to characterize an aspect of an attitude apart from 
its content.

64 Note the contrast with belief here: it is not at all clear that belief involves mental access to 
the truth of a proposition over and above access to the proposition itself. In believing, one is 
generally guided by defeasibly justified inferences, but this guidance need not take the form 
of tracking appearances of truth.
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sense in which one’s motivations can be mistaken is often considered one of the 
explanatory benefits of GG.65

Thus this first version of the attitudinal view of GG could indeed make sense 
of how the appearance of specific kinds of good makes actions intelligible—but 
it can do this only by surreptitiously dropping the attitudinal view and taking 
up the assertoric view. Briefly put, if a mental state of presenting-X-as-good is to 
make action intelligible, it needs to be understood as attributing goodness to X, 
and it can only do this if goodness figures in the content of the state.

As we see in the next section, the second version of the attitudinal view faces 
a different but complementary problem: it cannot account for the way in which 
acting under the guise of the good involves the agent’s mental access to the good.

3.2. The Adverbial Formulation

On Tenenbaum’s view, Sue’s desire to throw rocks at Ms. S’s boat has an adverbi-
al characterization: she desires enviously to throw rocks at it. Judging by Tenen-
baum’s development of the view, it is clear that this is a refinement of the attitude 
strategy. In order to act out of envy Sue need not have the explicit aim of acting 
out of envy; envy need not enter into the content of her mental states. She does 
not necessarily desire to be envious. Rather the envy is held to figure in the man-
ner in which the world and practical possibilities appear to her. She enviously de-
sires the destruction of the boat, and this manner of appearance is made manifest 
in the options for action she takes seriously, her irritability toward praise of the 
boat, the comments she makes about Ms. S, etc.

However, it turns out that this maneuver does less good for the attitudinal 
theorist than she might have hoped. Clearly there are such modes of acting and 
desiring, and we can appeal to them in order to give third-personal rationaliz-
ing explanations of agents’ actions. But to say that an agent acted from a certain 
perspective is not always to explain the action in terms of the agent’s point for 
that action. Sue might be self-consciously envious, but it is also possible that she 
is completely ignorant of her own enviousness. Her conscious motivations may 
have been limited to thoughts that Ms. S was fundamentally at fault, and that 
she needed to be taken down a peg. One can easily imagine a friend confront-
ing Sue about her enviousness and Sue, upon realizing the truth about herself, 
coming to terms for the first time with her own envy. This reckoning would be 
rather like Freudian Dave’s discovery in psychotherapy that he was motivated 
to lie down in the street by his repressed fear of failure: both agents may be said 
to have learned about their reasons for acting, but not in the sense of “reasons 

65 See Tenenbaum, Appearances of the Good, as well as Baker, “The Abductive Case for 
Humeanism over Quasi-Perceptual Theories of Desire,” for critical discussions.
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for acting” we are looking for, since in both cases the motivation (envy or fear) 
was opaque to the agent.66 Thus, while it may be that when one acts for a reason 
one acts under a perspective on the good, this latter cannot by itself explain the 
intelligibility of action for a reason.

Tenenbaum’s best reply might be to make a tactical retreat. Conceivably he 
could admit that desiring or acting under an unconscious perspective like Freud-
ian Dave’s fear of failure does not make an action intelligible to its agent, but con-
scious perspectives do. The view is tempting, but it only reveals the fatal flaw with 
the attitudinal approach. For what could consciousness provide to intelligibility 
except further content? To hold otherwise would amount to an extreme kind 
of adverbialist treatment of perspectives, in the sense derived from the philoso-
phy of perception.67 Perhaps to be motivated consciously under the perspective 
of courage is, in being motivated, to be presented-to-courageously, where being 
presented-to-courageously is a non-intentional modification of a subject. But the 
absence of any relation to an intentional object or content of experience—say, 
to a desired action that might be courageous if one were to perform it—is pre-
cisely what renders this view incapable of capturing how awareness of specific 
evaluative properties renders action intelligible.68

3.3. Content Makes Actions Intelligible

We have come at last to the fundamental reason attitudinal theories fail to cap-
ture the intelligibility of action, which is that intelligibility requires relation to a 

66 Indeed, Tenenbaum seems to acknowledge that the perspective under which one acts can 
sometimes be opaque to the agent; see Tenenbaum, Appearances of the Good, 50.

67 Ducasse, “Moore’s Refutation of Idealism,” 252–53; Chisholm, Perceiving.
68 Dokic and Lemaire (“Are Emotions Evaluative Modes?”) raise a similar problem for the 

view that emotions are evaluative modes. This point against the attitudinal theory mirrors 
an influential critique of perceptual adverbialism, the many properties problem, which 
holds that this latter cannot account for the intentional structure of experience ( Jackson, 
Perception). For a somewhat closer analogy, see Martin (“Setting Things before the Mind”), 
who argues that adverbialism cannot account for the fact that we are aware of our experi-
ences through awareness of their intentional objects. However, there is at least one major 
reason to think that the present problem is much worse for the attitudinalist than these 
problems are for the adverbialist. Perceptual adverbialism is motivated by a desire to avoid 
reference to objectionable entities like sense data. But this motivation is not incompatible 
with attributing genuine intentional content to experience, for adverbialism can be interpret-
ed as an alternative account of intentionality that still attributes content to experience, albeit 
in a deflationary way. (See Kriegel, “The Dispensability of (Merely) Intentional Objects,” 
for an example of this strategy.) The attitudinal version of GG, however, needs to avoid reli-
ance on content in explaining the good’s contribution to intelligibility.
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content, which in turn is precisely what attitudinal theories reject. We can make 
this thought explicit in the following argument:

1. IC: If an agent φs for a reason, then φing is intelligible to her.
2. If an agent φs for a reason, then φing is intelligible to her in virtue of a 

state of mental access to a (apparent) kind of good possessed by φing.
3. If φing is intelligible to an agent in virtue of a state S of mental access to 

something, then S is a state of consciousness of that thing.
4. If S is a state of consciousness of X, then X figures in the content of S.
5. So, some kind of good figures in the content of the state that makes 

action for a reason intelligible.

Premise 2 captures how GG explains IC: intelligibility is to be explained by a state 
of mental access to a kind of good. Freudian Dave’s case is extremely good ev-
idence that unless this state gives conscious access to a kind of good, an agent 
does not have the right kind of mental access to the (apparent) good of his ac-
tion, and thus this state cannot explain the intelligibility of action. This justifies 
premise 3. Premise 4 is supported from what is quite generally taken as a starting 
point in the philosophy of mind: the content of consciousness just is whatever 
we are conscious of. From this we need to go only a little further and hold that 
the content of a state of consciousness of something is just that of which it is a 
state of consciousness.69

From these premises, the conclusion in 5 follows. But 5 contradicts attitudi-
nal views that aim also to account for the intelligibility of acting, according to 
which goodness need not figure in the content of desire. (Importantly, note that 
we could replace “kind of good” in this argument with a term denoting any prop-
erty that is held to make action intelligible, and the resulting conclusion would 
still follow. Hence, the argument shows that attitudinalist-construed accounts of 
the intelligibility of action in general fail.)

The substantially new premises in this argument are 3 and 4. Because premise 
4 is the more innocuous of the two, it will be best to concentrate on objections 
to premise 3.70

69 It must be admitted that premise 4 is more contentious when certain varieties of self-con-
sciousness are at issue. When I am struck with an awareness of a leg that is mine, or that 
my visual point of view differs from yours, must I figure in the content of such awareness? 
Fortunately, what is at issue for the present argument is consciousness of actions and their 
properties, not the self directly, nor even whose actions they are. With that granted, prem-
ise 4 can be understood as tacitly excepting self-consciousness and the argument will go 
through. (Thanks to Jens Gillessen for raising this issue.)

70 Of course, attitudinal theorists are free to define a notion of content on which premise 4 is 
false. However, this still leaves a very intuitive notion of content, expressed in that premise, 
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One thing to note about premise 3 is that at this point in the dialectic, the at-
titudinal theorist appears bound to accept it, for they need it to avoid predicting 
that Freudian Dan’s kneeling is intelligible to him. Nevertheless, the attitudinal 
theorist might try one of two ways out of this corner.

The first is to object that premise 3 takes the perceptual analogy that GG in-
vites far too seriously. Perhaps to say that a motivation presents its action as good 
just is to say that it has an action- or intention-rationalizing Fregean force.71 This 
implies nothing about the content of that motivation. Furthermore, to capture 
the way in which intelligibility is specific, we could postulate as above (section 
3) that different motivations or perspectives rationalize different kinds of actions. 
Desiring under the perspective of courage rationalizes bold actions, say, while 
desiring under the perspective of envy rationalizes spiteful actions.

However, whatever the attractions of this view, it is not at all clear it is a GG 
view. GG explains the rationalizing power of motivation in terms of motivation’s 
relation to an appearance of the good, but this alternate view characterizes ap-
pearances of the good in terms of rationalizing motivations. This threatens GG 
with triviality, since it is uncontroversial to claim that when one acts for a reason 
one acts on a motivation that rationalizes that action.72 Furthermore, the notion 
of having mental access to the good is purely honorific on this view, amounting 
to no more than being in a state that in fact rationalizes action. It is hard to see 
how this would entail an epistemic state—unless, of course, we then explained 
rationalization in terms of mental access to the good.

The second strategy is to search for less than fully conscious attitudes that 
nevertheless contribute non-instrumentally, and not in virtue of their content, 
to the intelligibility of action. The clause “non-instrumentally” is crucial, since 
the above argument (and specifically premise 2) is consistent with unconscious 
states being causally responsible for the intelligibility of action, for GG offers a 
theory of what intelligibility consists in. Suppose that my name is Woolstone-
craft, and that at work I overhear two low voices plotting against Woolstonecraft. 
To save my skin, I immediately decide to foil their plans. My knowledge that I 
am Woolstonecraft is crucial to the intelligibility of foiling their plans, and I do 
not need to consciously rehearse it for it to have this effect. But it is not what 
makes foiling their plans intelligible to me, for that function is served by the rec-

for which it will be true that intelligibility requires goodness to figure in mental content. So 
for an attitudinalist who is determined to reject this premise, the burden will be on her to 
develop and defend the importance of this different notion.

71 Schafer, “Perception and the Rational Force of Desire,” 275–77.
72 Recall that we uncovered a similar triviality problem above (section 2.1) when discussing 

the possibility of understanding seeing an action as good in terms of finding it intelligible.
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ognition that self-preservation demands that I foil their plans. My unconscious 
knowledge is simply a causal antecedent of that recognition.

So what kinds of non-conscious states could contribute non-instrumen-
tally to the intelligibility of an action? Here are two salient possibilities. First, 
sometimes we explain what made sense to an agent by appealing to an entire 
worldview, a general way of conceiving things. It is hard to explain why suicide 
would seem the only honorable response to career failure to an ancient patri-
cian Roman without appealing to moral assumptions that might have passed 
unnoticed in Roman times, but which come to light when we contrast them 
with our own moral assumptions. These assumptions may figure mentally not 
as content-bearing elements of one’s belief box but in individuals’ patterns of 
thought, motivation, and intention. However, these assumptions or patterns of 
response only instrumentally explain the intelligibility of suicide. They explain it 
by explaining why the Roman in dire straits would come to see suicide as honor-
able. This conscious recognition, in turn, would non-instrumentally explain the 
intelligibility of suicide.

The second possibility is to hold that while completely unconscious motiva-
tions do not make actions intelligible, except perhaps instrumentally, conscious-
ly accessible motivations do. After all, in executing a prior intention to φ we need 
not consciously rehearse our reasons for φing. When the time comes, we simply 
φ. Still we retain our reasons for φing, and so φing must be intelligible to us.

But if this is right, it does not show that the intelligibility of φing is not to be 
explained in terms of the content of a state. What enables φing in this case to be 
done for a reason is that one’s reasons for φing are consciously accessible, either 
through being actually conscious, or being available to consciousness through 
attention or recall. After all, if one φs for a reason in the full-blooded sense at 
issue in this paper, then one must have an answer to the question, “Why [did you 
do that]?” which gives one’s reasons for acting, and it seems the only way one 
has such an answer is if one’s reasons for acting are consciously accessible. Now, 
according to GG, motivation makes action intelligible by making it appear good 
in some respect. If it does so in virtue of the content of some state of appearing 
good when that state is conscious, then it seems that, if action can also be intelli-
gible in virtue of such a state being consciously accessible but not accessed, then 
it is still the goodness-bearing content of that state that enables its contribution 
to action’s intelligibility. For mental states do not massively change their content 
just for being consciously accessed.

In other words, the attitudinal theorist may complain that the sense in which 
GG requires mental access to the good requires only that the good of one’s action 
be consciously accessible, not that it be actually accessed. But amending prem-
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ise 2 to reflect this possibility would not help her, for what is at issue is only the 
accessibility of a state with goodness-bearing content. When an action is intelli-
gible to an agent, it is still in virtue of the content of some of their mental states, 
contrary to what the attitudinal model holds.

4. Conclusion

The intelligibility constraint provides an attractive motivation for the Guise 
of the Good. Warren Quinn pointed out that without seeing something good 
about acting, action is not intelligible. It “fails for want of a point”—fails, that is, 
to have a reason that rationalizes it.73 GG theorists are inclined to agree. But an 
important class of GG theorists, the attitudinalists, are unable to keep up with 
the commitments that ultimately derive from this basic insight. In order to reply 
to Setiya’s objection from apparent thin goods, these theorists need to appeal to 
a specific kind of good that makes action intelligible. But this leaves them with 
a dilemma: either they characterize the connection to the specific evaluative 
property in a way that makes an assertoric view far more plausible, or they fail to 
explain the agent’s mental access to the good, as GG requires.74
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ETHICAL REDUCTIONISM

Neil Sinhababu

aturalistic moral realists hold that moral properties are part of 
the natural world.1 They can accept either reductionism or nonreduc-
tionism about how moral properties relate to properties invoked in the 

best natural and social scientific explanations, which I call “scientific proper-
ties.”2 This article argues that reductionism is the best form of naturalistic moral 
realism.

Reductionism and nonreductionism differ about whether moral properties 
and scientific properties are identical.3 Reductionists see moral properties as 
identical to individual scientific properties or disjunctions of scientific proper-
ties. Supposing for illustration that hedonism is the true theory of moral value, 
reductionism treats goodness as identical to pleasure, just as water is identical 
to H2O.4 Nonreductionists see moral properties as natural properties superven-
ing on and constituted by scientific properties without being identical to them.5 

1 My characterization of the positions follows Darwall, Gibbard, and Railton, “Toward Fin de 
Siècle Ethics”; Miller, Contemporary Metaethics; and Shafer-Landau, Moral Realism.

2 “Scientific properties” refers to properties of physics, biology, psychology, and other natural 
and social sciences, but not moral properties unless they are identical to these properties. I 
know no better term. “Nonmoral properties” makes reductionism sound contradictory in 
claiming that moral properties are nonmoral, “natural properties” makes nonreductionism 
sound nonnaturalist in denying that moral properties are natural, and “descriptive proper-
ties” erects a false contrast, as realists regard moral language as descriptive. “Natural kinds” 
may be an equivalent term, though I do not know how broadly it is used this way. These 
positions are stated in terms of the abundant view of properties. The sparse view will be 
discussed shortly.

3 While reduction in some contexts does not entail identity, I defend property identity, which 
is part of strong-reductive theses. Schroeder regards reduction as property analysis rather 
than property identity (Slaves of the Passions). Our views are compatible, since he allows 
identity claims like the one defended here to fit within a property analysis.

4 More technically, “goodness is identical to being pleasure.” Following much of the metaeth-
ics literature, I usually omit the “being” and talk of property existence rather than instantia-
tion.

5 While nonnaturalists like Shafer-Landau (Moral Realism) and Huemer (Ethical Intuition-

N

https://doi.org/10.26556/jesp.v13i1.247


 Ethical Reductionism 33

Again assuming hedonism for illustration, nonreductionism treats goodness 
as supervening on pleasure without identity. The Cornell Realists liken this to 
how psychological properties supervene on neuroscientific properties in Jerry 
Fodor’s influential view of the special sciences.6

Both views share many features. They address the conceptual is/ought gap 
by agreeing with G. E. Moore that normative ethical truths are synthetic and not 
analytic.7 They reject his view that moral properties are nonnatural. They answer 
John Mackie’s argument that moral properties are unacceptably queer by deny-
ing that they produce categorical reasons.8

Today, nonreductionism is the dominant form of synthetic naturalistic mor-
al realism.9 Russ Shafer-Landau describes the consensus, writing of Richard 
Boyd’s moral semantics:

Boyd himself does not believe that application of his theory will yield a 
reductive view . . . no one has supplied any reason for thinking that he has 

ism) also hold that moral properties supervene on nonmoral properties without identity, 
they deny that moral properties are natural properties. This makes an intuitionist moral 
epistemology suit their views better, and may have other consequences for their metaethical 
theorizing.

6 Brink (Moral Realism and the Foundations of Ethics) provides the most comprehensive de-
fense of nonreductionism, likening his position to Fodor’s metaphysics of mind (“Special 
Sciences”). Sayre-McCord similarly defends “belief in two kinds of properties: those which 
can be reductively identified with explanatorily potent properties and those we have in-
dependent reason to think supervene upon, without being strictly reducible to, explana-
torily potent properties” (“Moral Theory and Explanatory Impotence,” 274). This view is 
often attributed to Sturgeon, “Moral Explanations,” and Boyd, “How to Be a Moral Realist.” 
Their metaethical approach is called “Cornell Realism” because Sturgeon, Boyd, and Brink 
were affiliated with Cornell University (whose press published Sayre-McCord’s anthology). 
Boyd’s and Sturgeon’s criticisms of reductionism are less explicitly focused on synthetic 
reductionism. Boyd criticizes “the conclusion that all natural properties must be definable 
in the vocabulary of physics” (“How to Be a Moral Realist,” 194), and Sturgeon repeatedly 
criticizes “reductive definitions” (“Moral Explanations,” 240–43). Harman (“Moral Expla-
nations of Natural Facts”) notes that these remarks can be read merely as criticisms of an-
alytic reductionism, as definition is primarily a semantic notion rather than an ontological 
notion. So I focus on Brink and Sayre-McCord here.

7 Moore, Principia Ethica. If Moore is wrong about moral semantics, the door is open for ana-
lytic reductionists like Jackson, From Metaphysics to Ethics, and Finlay, Confusion of Tongues. 

8 Mackie, Ethics. For arguments favoring naturalists’ rejection of categorical reasons, see Foot, 
“Morality as a System of Hypothetical Imperatives,” and Svavarsdóttir, “Moral Cognitivism 
and Motivation.”

9 Railton (“Moral Realism,” “Naturalism and Prescriptivity”) and Jackson (From Metaphysics 
to Ethics, “In Defense of Reductionism in Ethics”) offer sympathetic treatments of reduc-
tionism. But they respond to anti-realists and nonnaturalists rather than naturalistic nonre-
ductionists.
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erred in this regard. No one has done anything towards showing that his 
semantics, when well applied, would yield the surprising conclusion that 
goodness (and rightness, and forbiddenness, etc.) is identical to some 
specific natural property.10

This consensus should be overturned. Naturalistic moral realists should accept 
identities between moral properties and scientific properties, even if they be-
lieve that properties of special sciences like psychology are not identical to prop-
erties of neuroscience or physics. If reduction is easier than Fodor allows, ethical 
reductionists may have more resources at their disposal than I use here.11 But 
even if reductionism fails in psychology, it succeeds in ethics.

Ethical nonreductionists borrow two arguments from Fodor’s philosophy of 
mind, which the two main sections of this article answer. First, nonreductionists 
argue that the multiple realizability of moral properties defeats reductionism. I 
solve multiple realizability in ethics by identifying moral properties uniquely or 
disjunctively with special science properties. This eliminates the main purport-
ed disadvantage of reductionism. Second, nonreductionists argue that irreduc-
ible moral properties explain empirical phenomena, just as irreducible special 
science properties do. But since irreducible moral properties do not succeed 
in explaining additional regularities, error theorists can rightly say that they are 
pseudoscientific. Since reductionism entails the existence of moral properties 
when combined with the existence of the reduction bases, it is the more defensi-
ble form of naturalistic moral realism.

In recent years, the popularity of nonnaturalistic realism has exceeded that 
of naturalistic realism.12 The dialectical situation makes this unsurprising. The 
best-known versions of naturalistic realism are the Cornell Realists’ nonreduc-
tionism with its dubious moral explanations, and Jackson’s reductionism with its 
ties to a very different philosophy of mind than the one that the Cornell Realists 
invoke against their opponents. I show that, even on the philosophy of the spe-
cial sciences the Cornell Realists assumed, reductionism can accommodate all 
existing normative ethical theories while avoiding dubious empirical commit-
ments, making it the best form of naturalistic realism.

10 Shafer-Landau, Moral Realism, 68–69.
11 Against Fodor are Kim, “Multiple Realization and the Metaphysics of Reduction,” and So-

ber, “The Multiple Realizability Argument against Reductionism.” To see how disjunctive 
properties might provide reduction bases, see Clapp, “Disjunctive Properties.”

12 Especially influential are Enoch, Taking Morality Seriously; Huemer, Ethical Intuitionism; 
Parfit, On What Matters; and Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Other.



 Ethical Reductionism 35

1. Multiple Realizability Does Not 
Endanger Ethical Reductionism

This section responds to the argument that multiple realizability defeats re-
ductionism. David Brink presents this argument clearly and uses it to motivate 
nonreductionism. I compare his position to Fodor’s nonreductionism in philos-
ophy of mind, and respond with a solution for multiple realizability in ethics: 
identifying moral properties with natural kinds from sciences like psychology 
and sociology, uniquely or disjunctively. This makes reductionism as good as 
nonreductionism for accommodating all currently defended normative ethical 
theories.

Brink invokes multiple realizability to defend nonreductionism, which he 
calls “constitutional materialism,” against reductionism, which he calls “identity 
materialism”:

There are what should by now be familiar reasons to prefer constitution-
al to identity materialism. If materialism is only contingently true, then 
higher-order properties, though actually physical properties, could have 
been realized nonphysically. If so, these higher-order properties are not 
necessarily physical properties and so cannot be identical with physical 
properties. Moreover, higher-order properties and property instances 
could have been realized in a variety of different physical ways. If we deny 
that identity is a relation that can hold between relata that are indefinitely 
or infinitely disjunctive, the multiple realizability of these higher-order 
properties provides reason to deny that they are identical with physical 
properties.13

I summarize Brink’s two multiple realizability arguments against reductionism.
First, moral properties like wrongness could be realized even in worlds with 

different fundamental properties. In a nonphysical world, it would be wrong for 
ghosts to torture other ghosts. And in a world whose fundamental physics dif-
fers from that of our world, slavery would still be just as wrong. Since things 
could be wrong in worlds that do not have our physics, wrongness cannot be 
identical to properties of our physics. This argument parallels arguments against 
reducing mental properties to neural properties: since robots and aliens who 
lack humanlike brains can have beliefs, belief cannot be identical to anything 
from neuroscience.

Second, many different actual physical structures realize wrongness. Slavery, 
gender discrimination, and torture have little in common at the level of physics 

13 Brink, Moral Realism and the Foundations of Ethics, 178.
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that distinguishes them from things that are not wrong. Wrongness and belief 
are equally unlikely to have unified or even finite characterizations in the lan-
guage of physics. Brink rejects identifying higher-level properties with infinitely 
disjunctive lower-level properties. This argument parallels arguments against re-
ducing mental properties to properties of physics: belief cannot be identical to 
anything from physics, since it is constituted in such disunified ways at that level.

Brink’s arguments share the structure of those against reductionism in the 
philosophy of mind.14 On these reductionist views, mental states like belief and 
desire are identical to states from physics or neuroscience.15 The problem for 
reductionism is that one could have the same mental state by having any of many 
physical structures. For example, the belief that philosophy is fun need not be 
realized by neurons. Robots and aliens could have the same belief, realized by sil-
icon chips or whatever is in aliens’ heads. Believing that philosophy is fun cannot 
be identical to anything neurological, biological, or physical, because creatures 
can do it by having any among an infinite disjunction of different neurological, 
biological, and physical structures.16 I call this form of multiple realizability “in-
finite realizability.”

Brink’s theory of how moral properties relate to lower-level properties is ex-
plicitly built on Fodor’s model, which accommodates infinite realizability while 
maintaining an attractive physicalist thesis.17 On Fodor’s view, each science is a 

14 Fodor, “Explanations in Psychology”; Putnam, “The Nature of Mental States.” Here I do not 
focus on a powerful nonreductionist argument from the material constitution debate that 
concerns modal properties of ordinary objects: the statue cannot survive squashing, while 
its constituent clay survives squashing, so the statue is not identical to the clay. Nonreduc-
tionism about statues can plausibly claim to explain why their modal properties differ from 
those of their constituent clay, but the parallel argument for metaethical nonreductionism 
fails. Removing the goodness of any state of affairs requires removing whatever property of 
the state of affairs made it good. So you cannot destroy the goodness without destroying 
the underlying property specified by the right theory of goodness. Paul provides a helpful 
discussion of material constitution (“The Puzzles of Material Constitution”).

15 Place, “Is Consciousness a Brain Process?”; Feigl, “The ‘Mental’ and the ‘Physical’”; Smart, 
“Sensations and Brain Processes.” Bennett, “Mental Causation,” provides an overview.

16 Here I discuss ontology in terms of properties rather than facts, following Fodor.
17 Brink cites Fodor’s “Special Sciences” four times, the last two specifically to support ethical 

nonreductionism with multiple realizability arguments (Moral Realism and the Foundations 
of Ethics, 166, 167, 180, 194). No existing work has shown that Fodor’s arguments do not 
carry over to moral properties as Brink thinks they do. Jackson’s discussion of Cornell Re-
alism (From Metaphysics to Ethics) does not distinguish reductionists like Railton from nat-
uralistic nonreductionists like Brink and Sayre-McCord. His article with Pettit and Smith 
(“Ethical Particularism and Patterns”) and his later work (“In Defense of Reductionism in 
Ethics”) respond to Dancy, Parfit, and other nonnaturalists who do not share Fodor’s meta-
physics of natural and causally effective but irreducible properties.
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separate layer of irreducible properties. Physics is the bottom layer, and proper-
ties like “belief ” from the special-science layer of psychology need not be iden-
tical to any properties of physics or other sciences. Still, every actual belief is a 
physical thing. The language of physics allows a full characterization of every 
individual human, robot, and alien belief, even if it does not give us a well-uni-
fied general characterization to cover all of them. As Fodor concludes “Special 
Sciences”: “If physics is to be basic science, then each of these things had better 
be a physical thing. But it is not further required that the taxonomies which the 
special sciences employ must themselves reduce to the taxonomy of physics. It 
is not required, and it is probably not true.”18

Having presented these multiple realizability arguments, I explain how ethi-
cal reductionism answers them. Moral properties are reducible either to individ-
ual special science properties as water is reducible to H2O, or to disjunctions of 
them as jade is reducible to jadeite or nephrite. A finitely disjunctive reduction 
base provides the flexibility to accommodate the most complex existing moral 
theories. Locating the reduction base at the special-science level allows finite 
realizers across physical and nonphysical worlds.

Normative ethical theories typically give accounts of the moral in terms of 
the psychological, social, or biological. On a reductionist metaethical treatment, 
the moral and scientific terms refer to the same properties. The easiest cases for 
reductionism are monistic theories like hedonism about moral value, on which 
something is good iff it is pleasure. This is a full account of a moral property—
goodness—in terms of a psychological property—pleasure. While many meta-
ethical views are open to hedonists, a natural one is the reductionist view that 
goodness is pleasure.

Of course, many moral theories are more complex, and do not seek to unify 
all of morality under one principle. These pluralist theories provide type-reduc-
tions of moral properties to disjunctive reduction bases. Moore takes aesthetic 
appreciation and friendship to have moral value that goes beyond the pleasure 
experienced. Reductionists treat his normative ethics as describing the com-
binations of psychological and sociological properties that make up aesthetic 
appreciation and friendship, and to which goodness is reducible. Goodness, on 
this view, is reducible to pleasure or aesthetic appreciation or friendship. To ac-
commodate more good things, one simply needs more disjuncts.

One might object that disjunctive properties cannot provide reduction bases 
for higher-level properties, so reductionism will not accommodate more com-
plex moral theories. Fodor claims that belief cannot be reduced to a big, disuni-
fied disjunction of neural, silicon, and alien states because it is a natural kind 

18 Fodor, “Special Sciences,” 114.
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that should provide unified explanations. Jade is not a natural-kind term in the 
special sciences because it is disjunctively realized by jadeite and nephrite. So 
jade is not a natural kind. Jadeite explains some geological phenomena while 
nephrite explains others, but their disjunction does not explain things. If we 
similarly cannot reduce moral properties to disjunctions of scientific properties, 
reductionism will be an option only for monistic moral theories like hedonism.

Moral properties, however, can have have disjunctive reduction bases, since 
moral concepts do not require unified roles for moral properties in scientific ex-
planations. So moral properties can be disjunctions of natural kinds rather than 
natural kinds themselves. Reductionists can let goodness be like jade—a real 
thing in the natural world that is not a natural kind. Denying that jade is a natural 
kind is not denying that jade exists. If your brother wants some phlogiston and 
your sister wants a jade necklace, only one of them must be disappointed. Just as 
those wanting jade necklaces need not be disappointed, those who want to make 
the world a better place need not be disappointed if goodness is a disjunction of 
natural kinds.19 Objective features of the natural world then satisfy the predicate 

“good,” making naturalistic moral realism true.
This disjunctive solution gives naturalistic moral realists what they care 

about, even on a sparse view of properties.20 For ease of exposition, most of this 
article assumes an abundant view of properties on which there is a (nonscientif-
ic) property of being jade, since there are (scientific) properties of being jadeite 
and being nephrite. This abundant view makes disjunctions of scientific proper-
ties identical to moral properties. To show that reductionism saves realism even 
without assuming the abundant view, we might consider sparse views, on which 
there is no property of being jade—only being jadeite and being nephrite. Then 
if pluralism makes the reduction base of goodness disjunctive, there is no prop-
erty of goodness. This may sound like victory for the error theorist, but it is not. 
Goodness still exists, as a disjunction of properties that exists without deserving 
to be called a property. Beliefs about it will be true because of disjunctions of sci-
entific properties, rather than an individual moral property that is an individual 
scientific property. Reductionists can be open-minded about whether goodness 
is a property as long as they can identify it with scientific properties, uniquely 
or disjunctively.
19 As Jackson writes, “Jade, it turned out, comes in two quite different forms (nephrite and 

jadeite), but this did not lead us to deny the existence of jade. It led us to say there are two 
kinds where we might have thought that there was only one” (From Metaphysics to Ethics, 
112).

20 See Armstrong, Nominalism and Realism. The abundant versus sparse terminology comes 
from Lewis, On the Plurality of Worlds. Abundant views are better at tracking when predi-
cates refer, while sparse views support useful metaphysical distinctions.
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To be compatible with folk belief, the sparse view must allow disjunctions 
of properties to satisfy nondisjunctive predicates like “good” in this way. Most 
of the things we care about are not natural kinds with a one-to-one correspon-
dence to sparse properties. They are instances of highly gerrymandered kinds 
like the sonnets that poets write, the whiskies that drinkers enjoy, and the jobs 
that academic philosophers seek. The sparse theorist can say that there is no 
property of being a job, but should not say that the predicate “job” fails to refer 
to anything real. Denying that “job” refers because a single predicate must refer 
to a single property would force the sparse theorist to give up on having a job! 
Sparse theorist David Armstrong avoided this bad result and got a job that let 
him write, “In the theory of properties, it is in general a mistake to look for a one-
one correlation to hold between properties and predicates.”21 If it turns out that 
goodness is metaphysically like water, jade, or jobs, belief in goodness can be 
true and moral realism is vindicated. Whether goodness is a property does not 
matter to reductionists as long as scientific properties satisfy “good” in some way. 
So the important question is not whether goodness is a natural kind that belongs 
on the sparse theorist’s list of properties. It is whether belief in goodness is false 
like belief in phlogiston, or true like belief in water, jade, and jobs.

The example of jade shows why reductionist metaethical views are compat-
ible with even the most complex existing normative ethical theories.22 It is an 
interesting question whether reductionism is compatible with a moral theory 
suggesting an infinitely long reduction base, or whether only nonreductionism 
could handle infinite realizability, as Brink suggests. No moral theory that I know 
of claims that the number of moral principles is infinite. Jonathan Dancy’s par-
ticularism comes closest. But his view concerns the role of principles in moral 
thought and judgment rather than whether moral properties are infinitely real-
izable.23 So infinite realizability, which reductionism in the philosophy of mind 

21 Armstrong, Nominalism and Realism, 6.
22 Many philosophers discuss whether a “reductionist” view makes sense of thick concepts 

like “cruel,” as Roberts discusses (“Thick Concepts”). But this reductionism is an analysis of 
these concepts into evaluative and non-evaluative components suggested by noncognitiv-
ists like Blackburn who defend a ontological distinction between fact and value (“Through 
Thick and Thin”). My reductionism proposes fact-value property identities, rejecting this 
distinction. The issue of thick concepts was initially raised by cognitivist and naturalist 
Philippa Foot (“Moral Arguments”). For a treatment of thick concepts that makes them 
compatible with naturalism, see Väyrynen, The Lewd, the Rude and the Nasty.

23 Dancy has confirmed this in personal communication. He defines particularism as the view 
that “the possibility of moral thought and judgement does not depend on the provision 
of a suitable supply of moral principles” (Ethics without Principles, 7). A finite number of 
principles too large for human moral thought to apply would support his arguments. There 
is little motivation for insisting that the number of principles is literally infinite. What sort 
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must face, seems to be absent from ethics. Even on the most complex theories, 
moral properties can be understood as identical to finite disjunctions of natural 
kinds, like jade. Reductionism does not force us to accept monistic normative 
ethical theories that are overly simplistic. Jade is the model of how reductionism 
handles complex theories that do not identify moral properties with unique nat-
ural kinds.

So far, I have argued that moral properties are identical to special science 
properties, uniquely like H2O/water or in finite disjunctions like jade/jade-
ite-or-nephrite, but not that they are identical to anything from fundamental 
physics. They may not be, since their special-science realizers probably are in-
finitely realizable at the level of fundamental physics. Even if the case of jade con-
vinces you that finite realizability permits reduction of properties that are not 
natural kinds, you might join Brink in denying that anything can be reduced to 
an infinite disjunction and reject ethical reductionism because moral properties 
are infinitely realizable at the level of physics. So I explain why ethical reduction-
ism succeeds if moral properties are infinitely realizable at the level of physics, as 
long as they are finitely realized at levels like psychology or sociology.

Reducing moral properties merely requires their being identical to some sci-
entific properties, not necessarily those of physics. As Thomas Polger explains, 
realizability is relational, holding between particular sciences rather than abso-
lutely.24 Consider the water/H2O-type identity. Suppose it surprisingly turned 
out that protons were realizable by an infinite range of different arrangements of 
quarks. H2O and water would then be infinitely realizable at the fundamental 
physical level, since the protons in the atoms would be infinitely realizable at that 
level. But this would give us no reason to reject the water/H2O-type identity! It 
would still be a necessary truth that water is H2O. Identity would ground this ne-
cessity. While type-reduction would fail between protons and quarks, it would 
hold between water and H2O. This is how moral properties relate to the spe-
cial-science properties invoked in moral theories. Moral properties are infinite-
ly realizable at the level of physics only because their special-science reduction 
bases—pleasure, actions caused by a mental state specified by deontologists, or 
a disjunction specified in some more complex moral theory—are infinitely real-
izable at that level. Type-reduction can still hold between moral properties and 
special-science properties.

The relational nature of realizability answers Brink’s multiple realizability 
objections. Reductionists can accept that the special-science reduction bases 

of normative ethical data could only be explained with infinite principles? Simplicity princi-
ples may also help keep naturalists away from infinitely complex moral theories.

24 Polger, “Two Confusions concerning Multiple Realization.”
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of moral properties may themselves be infinitely realizable at the level of phys-
ics. Treating others as ends in themselves presumably is infinitely realizable in 
worlds sharing our fundamental physics, and especially across the space of meta-
physical possibility. But moral properties may still be type-reducible to tidy sets 
of special-science properties. Reductionists who see the Formula of Humani-
ty as the sole normative ethical principle can simply say that however treating 
others merely as means is physically or nonphysically realized, it is identical to 
wrongness. Lying will then be wrong for humans, aliens, and ghosts.25 The in-
finite physical and nonphysical realizers of moral properties are already accom-
modated between the fundamental properties and psychology by nonreduc-
tionism about the special sciences. No more accommodation is needed between 
psychology and ethics, making nonreductionism unnecessary there.

2. Nonreductionism’s Explanatory Problem 
and Reductionism’s Solution

This section examines arguments that nonreductionism lets moral properties ex-
plain phenomena just as special-science properties do. I respond that irreducible 
moral properties do not add to our explanations of observed regularities, giving 
naturalists no reason to believe in them. Reductionism uniquely or disjunctively 
identifies moral properties with scientific properties that add to our explana-
tions of regularities, justifying belief in them. While nonreductionism cannot 
answer error theorists’ epistemological arguments, reductionism can.

Gilbert Harman famously argues that irreducible moral properties do not 
explain our observations.26 This is a problem because naturalists are reluctant 
to believe in properties that do not explain our observations. Nonreduction-
ists respond by noting the role of irreducible properties in special sciences like 
psychology and suggesting that moral properties play a similar role, explaining 
regularities unexplained by the properties that they supervene on.27 Here oppo-

25 For ghosts’ actions to be wrong, we need not include supernatural properties in the reduc-
tion base. Reductionists should instead identify wrongness with more familiar properties 
like treating others merely as means. Even if these familiar properties supervene on su-
pernatural properties in ghostly worlds, they do so without identity, so instantiating them 
does not require instantiating supernatural properties. Otherwise, treating others merely as 
means could not happen in our world, which lacks the supernatural properties. The multi-
ple realizability of the mental is inconsistent with reductive supernaturalism, just as with 
reductive physicalism.

26 Harman, “Ethics and Observation.” Audi, “Ethical Naturalism and the Explanatory Power 
of Moral Concepts,” and Thomson, “Reply to Critics,” raise similar issues.

27 As Darwall, Gibbard, and Railton observe, “Nicholas Sturgeon, Richard Boyd, David Brink, 
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nents of nonreductionism can concede that irreducible properties of some spe-
cial sciences explain phenomena, perhaps as higher-level causes or in program 
explanation.28 This concession leaves open the empirical question of whether 
moral properties explain phenomena. It does not entail that they actually ex-
plain phenomena, just as it does not entail that irreducible astrological or al-
chemical properties explain phenomena. Higher-level causation and program 
explanation should not save astrology and alchemy along with morality! Simply 
allowing irreducible properties to participate in explanations does not tell us 
why irreducible moral properties succeed while irreducible astrological proper-
ties fail. Here we should recall why we posit irreducible special-science proper-
ties in the first place.

Irreducible special-science properties are worth positing because they pro-
vide unified explanations of observed regularities that more fundamental prop-
erties explain only in a disunified way. Fodor writes that the sciences “state such 
true, counterfactual supporting generalizations as there are to state.”29 These gen-
eralizations are systematic and unified accounts of regularities, some of which 
resist unified characterization in the language of physics. Reducing psychology 
to physics would prevent its laws from being well-unified, as they would involve 
huge disjunctions of physical states producing huge disjunctions of other phys-
ical states.30 Psychological laws also seem to hold under different fundamental 
laws, perhaps in possible worlds in which a different version of string theory is 
true, or where nonphysical ghosts have psychologies like ours. So psychological 
properties could be instantiated without actual physical properties. This is why 
we need irreducible special-science properties as well as those of fundamental 
physics. If the regularities psychology describes did not exist, or if physics or 

and others have pursued analogies with natural and social science to argue that moral proper-
ties might be both irreducible and explanatorily efficacious,” “Toward Fin de Siècle Ethics,” 26.

28 Majors argues that properties of special sciences like psychology are genuine causes, so 
moral properties could be causes as well (“Moral Explanation in the Special Sciences”). 
Nelson (“Moral Realism and Program Explanation”) argues that moral explanations can 
be “program explanations” in which higher-level properties “program for” the existence 
of lower-level properties that really explain things, as Miller (Contemporary Metaethics) 
considers.

29 Fodor, “Special Sciences,” 114.
30 Against disjunctive laws and natural kinds, Fodor writes: “I think, for example, that it is 

a law that the irradiation of green plants by sunlight causes carbohydrate synthesis, and I 
think that it is a law that friction causes heat, but I do not think that it is a law that (either 
the irradiation of green plants by sunlight or friction) causes (either carbohydrate synthesis 
or heat). Correspondingly, I doubt that ‘is either carbohydrate synthesis or heat’ is plausibly 
taken to be a natural kind predicate” (“Special Sciences,” 109). He sees reductionism about 
mental states as providing similar disunity, with its huge disjunctions in the reduction base. 
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some other science explained them with equal unity, accepting irreducible psy-
chological properties would be ontologically extravagant.

While psychology passes this test, many empirical theories have failed. Even 
if astrological claims occasionally accord with data (some Capricorns are ambi-
tious), they do not explain additional regularities. The ambition of these Capri-
corns will be explained by biological, developmental, and social factors that leave 
no regularities for irreducible astrological properties to explain. So we reject ir-
reducible astrological properties. While alchemists discovered some regularities 
concerning the production of acids and ceramics, chemistry explained these phe-
nomena and more.31 We reject irreducible alchemical properties because they do 
not explain any additional regularities that chemistry leaves behind. Irreducible 
moral properties explain phenomena if they succeed in providing unified ex-
planations of regularities that more fundamental properties do not. This deter-
mines whether they can figure in higher-level causation or program explanation.

Brink and Sayre-McCord argue that moral properties explain additional 
regularities, making ethics like psychology rather than astrology or alchemy.32 
Sayre-McCord claims that “certain regularities—for example, honesty’s en-
gendering trust or justice’s commanding allegiance, or kindness’s encouraging 
friendship—are real regularities that are unidentifiable and inexpressible except 
in terms of moral properties.”33 On Fodor’s view, we are justified in treating spe-
cial-science properties as more than mere heuristics because they explain addi-
tional regularities. Brink and Sayre-McCord claim that irreducible moral prop-
erties do so too.

Why must Brink and Sayre-McCord argue that moral properties explain non-
moral phenomena, as with justice engendering allegiance? Terence Cuneo de-
scribes how moral properties might explain moral phenomena, as when having 
a virtue causes someone to act rightly.34 Brink and Sayre-McCord must go fur-
ther and explain nonmoral phenomena because naturalists will reject putative 
special sciences with closed loops of irreducible properties that only causally 
explain each other. This rules out realms of spirits interacting only with each oth-

31 Morris, The Last Sorcerers.
32 Brink defends “the causal and, hence, explanatory irreducibility of higher-order facts—in-

cluding moral facts—to lower-order facts that constitute, but are not identical with, those 
higher-order facts” (Moral Realism and the Foundations of Ethics, 197). For example, protest 
against the South African government is better explained in terms of its injustice than by the 
particular laws it passed, because different unjust laws would have resulted in similar protest 
(Moral Realism and the Foundations of Ethics, 195).

33 Sayre-McCord, “Moral Theory and Explanatory Impotence,” 276.
34 Cuneo, “Moral Facts as Configuring Causes.” At the end, he suggests further application to 

nonmoral explanations.
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er, but does not rule out psychological properties. When race car drivers desire 
to win races and believe that they can win by accelerating, this explains not only 
the psychological event of their intending to accelerate, but the nonpsychologi-
cal event of cars accelerating. Similar cross-domain explanations are ubiquitous. 
Economic events like industrialization explain geophysical events like climate 
change, which explain biological events like extinctions. Moral properties must 
do the same, or they will be as eliminable from our ontology as realms of spirits.

This takes us back to familiar debates about the explanatory potency of ir-
reducible moral properties, but with a clearer view of the central question: do 
they explain additional regularities? Let us consider Sayre-McCord’s claim that 
justice engenders allegiance. This generalization also has a merely psychological 
explanation. People desire that they and others be treated justly, and believe that 
allegiance to the just makes just treatment more likely. For justice’s engender-
ing allegiance to support the irreducibility of moral properties, morality has to 
provide a unified explanation of regularities that psychology does not explain. If 
we consider the reasons for regarding psychology as irreducible to neuroscience, 
and for positing chemical properties that are not alchemical properties, we can 
see two ways for moral explanations to have such an advantage. Justice could 
systematically engender allegiance in creatures lacking beliefs and desires. Or it 
could systematically engender allegiance in creatures whose beliefs and desires 
do not support psychological explanations of allegiance. I consider both options, 
explain how they parallel good defenses of irreducible special-science properties, 
and argue that they fail.

First, justice might systematically engender allegiance even in creatures that 
lack human psychological states like beliefs and desires, paralleling how psy-
chology explains even robot behavior.35 Neuroscience cannot explain robot 
behavior, since robots have other structures instead of brains. Psychology does 
so, supporting its irreducibility to neuroscience. Moral explanations of creatures 
without humanlike psychology would justify ethics as an irreducible special sci-
ence by explaining phenomena in which psychology does not apply. This would 
be the best case for nonreductionists, as it would make their position perfectly 
analogous to Fodor’s.

Sadly, justice does not systematically engender allegiance in creatures with-
out our psychological architecture. Being just to amoebas and bees does not 
engender their allegiance. Creatures without humanlike psychologies do not 
systematically respond to moral properties, except perhaps in ways that scien-
tific properties already explain. Psychology explains regularities that neurosci-
ence does not address and that physics handles with disunity. But ethics has no 

35 Some robots, like the Mars Rover, have a belief-desire-intention architecture.



 Ethical Reductionism 45

similar advantages over psychology and sociology. Nonreductionists do not ex-
plicitly defend moral explanations of amoeba and bee behavior. They probably 
have not recognized that their arguments require these bad explanations to suc-
ceed. But if psychology is not reducible to neuroscience because its laws apply to 
creatures without humanlike brains, parallel arguments against reducing moral 
properties to psychological properties require moral laws to apply to creatures 
without humanlike psychologies.

Second, justice might systematically engender allegiance in creatures psy-
chologically like us, but whose beliefs and desires do not suggest a psychological 
explanation of justice’s engendering allegiance. Then psychology would fail to 
explain some regularities. If moral theories filled this gap, systematically explain-
ing regularities that other special sciences did not, that would justify belief in 
irreducible moral properties. Belief in chemical properties similarly is justified 
by their ability to systematically explain regularities that alchemy does not.

Empirical evidence suggests that ethics does not fill any such gaps left by oth-
er sciences. If it did so, social scientists would invoke irreducible moral proper-
ties to explain regularities that scientific properties did not explain. But as Brian 
Leiter writes, “moral facts appear to play no role in any developed explanatory 
theory. . . . While, for example, there are Marxist historians using broadly ‘eco-
nomic’ facts to explain historical events, there is no school of ‘moral historians’ 
using moral facts to do any interesting or complex explanatory work.”36 Current 
practice in the social sciences suggests that irreducible moral properties play no 
useful role in explaining regularities. Social scientists instead use psychological 
or sociological explanations that invoke economic or cultural facts.37 Histories 

36 Leiter, “Moral Facts and Best Explanations.” Majors misunderstands the problem Leiter 
raises, taking it to be “that no moral generalization will be exceptionless” (“Moral Expla-
nation in the Special Sciences,” 150). That indeed would not be a problem. Fodor writes, 

“Intentional psychology is a special (i.e., nonbasic) science, so its laws are ceteris paribus 
laws. And ceteris paribus laws tolerate exceptions, so long as the exceptions are unsystematic” 
(The Elm and the Expert, 39). Leiter’s point is that moral generalizations fail systematically 
enough to make them useless, so that social scientists must invoke nonmoral natural facts 
instead. Cuneo notes that explanations of empirical phenomena are incomplete and some-
times “it is just not obvious what these natural facts are,” (“Moral Facts as Configuring Caus-
es,” 154). But psychologists, sociologists, and economists are discovering these natural facts, 
and moral facts do not seem to be among them.

37 Might ethics develop in such a way that moral facts would explain psychological or sociolog-
ical events, contrary to current psychological or sociological methodology? As Parfit notes, 

“Non-Religious Ethics is at a very early stage,” and we should be open-minded about how it 
will develop (Reasons and Persons, 454). But there is plenty of room for open-mindedness 
without expecting ethics to overturn the methodology of better-understood empirical dis-
ciplines.
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in which irreducible moral properties exert pressure on political events, system-
atically pushing toward better outcomes, are pejoratively labeled “Whig history” 
and rejected along with the nineteenth-century school of historiography that 
provides the name.38

While psychology does not have systematic exceptions that moral general-
izations explain, the moral generalizations suggested by nonreductionists have 
systematic exceptions that psychology explains. To return to Sayre-McCord’s 
example, those who profit from injustice often align themselves with the unjust 
rather than the just. It is unclear how moral explanations would explain this reg-
ularity. Psychology explains it—their desire to profit from injustice exceeds their 
desire for justice. In this and other cases, moral generalizations have systematic 
exceptions that psychology explains, but not vice versa.39

Frederick Engels claimed that justice was “social phlogiston.”40 In trying to 
make irreducible moral properties explain social regularities just as chemists 
before Lavoisier tried to make phlogiston explain combustion, nonreduction-
ism fails just as phlogiston theories failed. Error theory then defeats naturalistic 
moral realism.

Reductionism saves ethics from this misfortune. It treats moral properties 
as identical to scientific properties that explain phenomena, answering the chal-
lenge that we have no reason to believe in moral properties because the best 
explanations of our observations do not entail their existence. Harman, who 
famously brought this challenge against the Cornell Realists, allows that reduc-
tionism answers it.41 After discussing an example in which Jane believes that 
Albert has done something wrong after seeing him beat his cat, Harman writes, 
“certain naturalistic reductions of wrongness might enable us to explain how the 
wrongness of Albert’s action could help to explain Jane’s disapproval of it.”42 If 
wrongness is identical to causing pain, and causing pain explains Jane’s disap-
proval, wrongness explains Jane’s disapproval.43 While disjunctions of natural 

38 In The Whig Interpretation of History, Butterfield provides a classic criticism of Whig history.
39 Consider Brink’s example of apartheid ending in South Africa. On a psychological explana-

tion, other restrictions regarded as unjust would have generated indignation, causing pro-
test and instability. Moral and psychological explanations differ about what would happen if 
everyone regarded South Africa’s injustices as just, perhaps because of racism among whites 
and internalized oppression among blacks. Moral explanations implausibly predict that 
there still would have been instability and protest.

40 Engels, “The Housing Question.”
41 Harman, “Moral Explanations of Natural Facts.”
42 Harman, “Moral Explanations of Natural Facts,” 63.
43 Railton proposes a “reduction basis” for moral value (“Moral Realism,” 142) and later sym-

pathetically considers the view I accept—a goodness/pleasure property identity on the 
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kinds may not provide a unified explanation of any one regularity, each disjunct 
provides a unified explanation of some regularity. Then wrongness can be iden-
tical to a disjunction of natural kinds, as jade is. Even if wrongness does not ex-
plain any regularity, its disjuncts each explain regularities, entailing its existence.

Nonreductionists cannot construct an analogous position on which irreduc-
ible moral properties supervene on arbitrary disjunctions of realizers. The way 
irreducible properties can inherit the causal powers of their supervenience bas-
es might seem to suggest such a position, as nonreductionist theories of men-
tal causation typically involve higher-level properties exercising causal powers 
through lower-level realizers.44 But these higher-level properties explain addi-
tional regularities, unlike irreducible moral properties.

How can we discover which scientific properties are identical to moral prop-
erties? Many answers are possible. Brink’s favored method of reflective equilibri-
um works just as well for reductionists as for nonreductionists. The moral theory 
that results from reflective equilibrium can be treated as a synthetic identity.

Unsurprisingly, moral properties fare better when they do not have to explain 
regularities beyond those of scientific properties and can simply be identified 
with elements of existing scientific explanations, as reductionism allows. Our 
interest in ethics is not about providing new, unified explanations of natural 
phenomena. We care about rightness, virtue, and goodness whether or not they 
explain additional regularities. We want to act rightly, be virtuous, and make the 
world a better place. It would be neat if moral properties explained regularities 
that scientific properties did not, but that is not why we care about them. Mor-
al concepts leave open which phenomena moral properties explain, or whether 
they explain any at all.

Then why do naturalistic moral realists care about explanations? It is because 

water/H2O model (“Naturalism and Prescriptivity,” 157). He argues that moral properties 
can explain things that beliefs about the properties cannot explain. His reductionism helps 
his moral explanations succeed, since moral properties that reduce to scientific properties 
explain whatever the scientific properties explain. This goes beyond what moral or scientific 
beliefs about the properties explain.

44 See Bennett, “Mental Causation.” This avoids problems Elizabeth Tropman discusses about 
knowing moral facts “via inferences from the best explanation of some observed phenome-
non,” “Can Cornell Moral Realism Adequately Account for Moral Knowledge?” 33. Perhaps 
nonreductionist ambitions of explaining additional regularities prevented Joseph Long 
from invoking reflective equilibrium in response (“In Defence of Cornell Realism”). Reduc-
tionists do not require goodness to provide unified explanations of additional regularities 
that scientific properties cannot provide. While Lei Zhong (“An Explanatory Challenge to 
Moral Reductionism”) is right that error theory and reductionism are equally simple, deep, 
and unified, reductionism gains an advantage in reflective equilibrium through its coher-
ence with our existing moral beliefs.
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of their broader epistemological commitments, not because of anything specific 
to morality. They are happy to believe in whatever the best explanations invoke 
or entail, and reluctant to believe in anything else. While they may accept that it 
is conceptually possible for there to be moral properties that do not explain any-
thing, they deny that there is reason to believe in them. By identifying goodness 
with scientific properties or their disjunctions, reductionism makes our explana-
tions entail its existence so that naturalists can believe in it.

Readers may be wondering how my explanatory arguments fit with the pre-
vious ones concerning multiple realizability. To solve multiple realizability for 
pluralism, I gave goodness a disjunctive reduction base that could not provide 
unified explanations. Then I argued against irreducible goodness on grounds 
that it does not add to our unified explanations of regularities. But how does a 
disjunctive reduction base avoid this problem? Why accept reductions of good-
ness to disjunctive bases that do not provide unified explanations, while reject-
ing irreducible goodness for not providing unified explanations? The answer is 
that if pluralism prevents goodness from doing unified explanatory work, only 
reductionism allows our scientific and normative ethical theories to jointly en-
tail that there is goodness in the world.

Our best explanations invoke some things, entail the existence of disjunc-
tions of the things invoked, and cast doubt on the existence of things that do 
not fit the data. Suppose normative ethics treats pleasure and democracy as the 
two good things, and metaethics commits us to the objectivity of their value. 
Nonreductionism then suggests understanding goodness as being constituted 
by pleasure or democracy but not identical to them. The existence of pleasure or 
democracy does not entail that anything fits that description, and the suggested 
empirical effects of this irreducible property do not fit our social-scientific ob-
servations. So we should reject such an irreducible property. Our explanations 
invoke only scientific properties, and entail that there are disjunctions of these 
properties. On a reductionist construal, the above ethical theory suggests that 
goodness is identical to pleasure or democracy. Even if this disjunction is too 
disunified to explain anything and is not a property on the sparse view, the exis-
tence of either disjunct entails its existence. So the reductionist construal of this 
ethical theory and our scientific ontology jointly entail moral realism.

Jade is identical to jadeite or nephrite. Jade does no unified explanatory 
work. But wherever there is jadeite or nephrite, there is jade. If reductionism is 
true and the true normative ethical theory says pleasure and democracy are the 
two good things, goodness is identical to pleasure or democracy. If either exists, 
there is goodness in the world.
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3. Happy Ending

I conclude by explaining why Cornell Realists should be happy to accept reduc-
tionism.

One does not accept nonreductionism for its own sake. One accepts it to 
address multiple realizability. Contrast the reasons to accept the rest of Cornell 
Realism. We might accept that our moral concepts demand objectivity because 
we feel that nothing less would count as genuine moral value. We might accept 
moral realism because error theory is so unappealing. We might accept natural-
ism because nonnatural moral facts are epistemically dubious and ontologically 
extravagant. We might accept externalism about moral judgment because it is 
possible for Satan to be rational, fully understand evil, and wholeheartedly do 
evil for evil’s sake. By contrast, nothing directly pushes us toward nonreduction-
ism. We want wrongness to be instantiated across infinite disjunctions at the lev-
el of physics and when ghosts torture other ghosts. But if reductionism delivers 
these results, nonreductionism has no further appeal. Moreover, reductionism 
answers Harman’s objections, making our scientific explanations entail the exis-
tence of things that make moral belief true.

The simplicity of reductionism should attract naturalistically minded philos-
ophers like the Cornell Realists. Einstein writes, “It can scarcely be denied that 
the supreme goal of all theory is to make the irreducible basic elements as simple 
and as few as possible without having to surrender the adequate representation 
of a single datum of experience.”45 Sometimes we have to abandon simple theo-
ries because they fail to explain the phenomena. But when a view like reduction-
ism explains everything, it delivers the supreme goal of all theory.46
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45 Einstein, “On the Method of Theoretical Physics.”
46 For helpful questions and comments, I thank audiences at the Slovak Academy of Sciences, 
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A VIEW OF RACISM
2016 and America’s Original Sin

Benjamin Mitchell-Yellin

he election of Donald J. Trump as the forty-fifth president of the 
United States has reinvigorated the American left’s interest in combating 
racism in a way not seen since perhaps the Civil Rights Movement of the 

1950s and 1960s. Trump’s campaign rhetoric full of dog whistles gave way to 
an administration constituted by troubling people enacting troubling policies. 
Some have seen this as a wake-up call, while others have seen it as the unfortu-
nate but eminently foreseeable price of America’s original sin. Whether or not 
one sees the current political moment as a troubling aberration or as the laying 
bare of America’s racist underbelly, many have a sense of a renewed mission to 
eradicate or at least mitigate racism in this country.1

Many obstacles lie in the way of progress. This article draws attention to one: 
neither of the two main philosophical views about racism is fully up to the task 
of combating it. One view holds that racism is primarily a matter of institutional 
and social structures that perpetuate and enshrine racially disparate and oppres-
sive policies and outcomes. The other holds that racism is primarily a matter of 
individuals’ attitudes, such as beliefs about inferiority, hatred, and other forms 
of ill will. Both views appear congenial to the aim of combating racism. The first 
calls our attention to the sources of racism’s most impactful harms, while the 
second is committed to the impermissibility of racist conduct and attitudes. But, 
as examination of the case of Attorney General Jeff Sessions shows, they both 

1 It is important that the fight against racism not be characterized only as aiming at eradi-
cation. Racial realism, as described by Bell, for instance, holds that racism is a permanent 
feature of society (“Racial Realism”). The nature of the fight against racism, according to the 
racial realist, should not aim at eradication but rather mitigation. The goal is to “make life 
bearable in a society where blacks are a permanent, subordinate class,” to “better appreciate 
and cope with racial subordination,” and to recognize that “the fight itself has meaning . . . 
that the struggle for freedom is, at bottom, a manifestation of our humanity that survives 
and grows stronger through resistance to oppression, even if that oppression is never over-
come” (377–78). The anti-racist mission here is to mitigate the harms racism inflicts on the 
oppressed, even while the goal of eradicating racism is deemed illusory.
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fall short of providing proper guidance. We need to think differently about rac-
ism in order to effectively combat it. 

There is a second reason to adopt a different account of racism. Both of the 
main philosophical views appear to suggest that justificatory appeals to the con-
cept of race preceded the attitudes or structures that supposedly constitute rac-
ism. But this gets it backward. A careful reckoning with the past shows that the 
concept of race was invoked to justify racially disparate structures of domination 
and attitudes of superiority that were already in place. We want a view that prop-
erly attends to the unfolding of history.

In response, this article presents a third view of racism, one that adopts a 
genealogical as opposed to analytical approach. The main claims to be defended 
will be (1) that individuals’ attitudes as well as institutional structures are essen-
tial to a proper account of racism and (2) that this account must be essentially 
historical, taking proper notice, in particular, of the application of the concept 
of race in relation to the oppressive structures, relations, and attitudes that have 
come to characterize racism as we know it. The account offered here posits a 
drive to dominate that works in concert with the fact that the powerful get to 
write history, including the justifications for social relations and the institutions 
that encode them. Three virtues of the account are (a) its ability to support the 
anti-racist mission, (b) its description of the moral psychology implicated in rac-
ism, both interpersonal and institutional, and (c) its aid in allowing us to make 
proper sense of what racism is by attending closely to the ways in which it has 
evolved throughout history.

1. Two Views of Racism

Two kinds of analysis of racism dominate the philosophical literature.2 On 
the political view, racism is analyzed in terms of systematic oppression of one 
or more racial groups by a society’s basic institutions.3 For example, racism in 

2 This is not to say that these two kinds of analysis exhaust the range of available views. Crit-
ical race theory, in particular, deserves mention as an important view. Yet it does not dom-
inate the mainstream philosophical literature in the way these other two views do. Because 
this article seeks to intervene in that literature, it will take as its target the two kinds of view 
discussed in the text. But see Curry, “Will the Real CRT Please Stand Up?” for trenchant 
discussion of critical race theory’s exclusion from the philosophical mainstream and the 
argument that this is connected to the very problem under consideration—namely, racism. 
And see note 27, below, for discussion of some connections between critical race theory and 
the third view argued for here.

3 Shelby, “Is Racism in the ‘Heart’?” and “Racism, Moralism, and Social Criticism”; Mills, The 
Racial Contract and “‘Heart’ Attack.”
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housing is analyzed in terms of racially targeted injustices in the various institu-
tions that make up the housing sector. These include entities such as the US De-
partment of Housing and Urban Development, mortgage lending and servicing 
institutions, and local government agencies that enact and enforce zoning and 
tax regulations. On this view, racism with respect to housing stems from unjust 
social relations perpetuated and enshrined by these various institutions. On the 
moral view, by contrast, racism is primarily a matter of individuals’ attitudes.4 
Racism in housing is analyzed in terms of hatred, indifference, or disrespect to-
ward people on the basis of their racial designation on the part of the individuals 
who play relevant roles in the housing market. For example, a region may be said 
to exhibit racist housing practices when its housing market is dominated by con-
tract sellers who actively prey on home buyers of a particular racial designation 
out of malice or ill will. Because of their race, these home buyers are only offered 
predatory loans with deliberately unfair terms with the goal of swindling them 
as quickly as possible. On this second view, racism with respect to housing stems 
from the attitudes implicated in the conduct of particular individuals.

Each of these views has something going for it. The moral view has an easy 
time accounting for our condemnation of racism. If racism stems from objec-
tionable attitudes, such as hatred and disrespect, then it cries out for moral cen-
sure. This appears to give this view a leg up on its rival. The moral significance of 
racism, on the political view, is not so straightforward. For one thing, it is not at 
all clear how to conceive of the (im)morality of institutions and their practices. 
For another, it is not clear how to properly account for the link between moral 
condemnation and moral responsibility in this context.

One response to these worries on behalf of the political view would be to 
deny the claim that racism is always immoral.5 Instead, one might claim that 
racism is always morally significant.6 When we identify racism, this is the begin-
ning of the moral conversation, not the end. In the final analysis, we may not find 
anyone or anything that is deserving of moral condemnation. The thought here, 
expressed by some proponents of the political view, is that there may be people 
who innocently harbor racist beliefs or perpetuate racial injustice.7

The political view is not primarily concerned with individual morality, which 

4 Garcia, “The Heart of Racism”; Blum, “Racism: What It Is and What It Isn’t”; Glasgow, 
“Racism as Disrespect.”

5 Cf. Garcia, “The Heart of Racism”; Haslanger, “Oppressions”; Glasgow, “Racism as Disre-
spect.”

6 Shelby, “Is Racism in the ‘Heart’?”
7 See discussion of the “benevolent” racist in Mills, “‘Heart’ Attack,” and Shelby, “Is Racism 

in the ‘Heart’?”
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seems to be part of its attraction. This account of racism focuses squarely on the 
large-scale and pressing issues of entrenched, institutionalized racial bias and 
harm. In this way, it appears to place the scope and depth of the problem square-
ly in its analytical crosshairs. Racism touches our lives in many ways. It results in 
material harm for some and privilege for others. It also influences our attitudes 
and relationships, with respect to people and institutions, in ways that too often 
go unnoticed. By focusing on the social structures that contribute to material 
inequality and interpersonal bias, the political view appears to focus our atten-
tion on ways to effect widespread and impactful change, after which changes 
in hearts and minds may follow. Tackling the basic institutions that structure a 
racist society seems the best way to make a real and lasting impact in the fight 
against racism. Thus, there appears to be a pragmatic reason to prefer this ac-
count. Moreover, we ignore the racist structure of our institutions not only at the 
peril of those whose lives are made worse or cut short as a result, but also at the 
peril of an accurate sense of the way things work.8

It would be a mistake to think that the moral view does not also have some-
thing insightful to say about institutional racism. Some may claim that racism is 
always and only a matter of individual attitudes. But this seems obviously mis-
taken, and disingenuous. The moral view may analyze racism in terms of indi-
vidual attitudes, but it need not stop there. It is compatible with recognizing 
the role that racist attitudes have played in the origination, development, and 
maintenance of the institutions that structure society. Institutional racism, on 
this view, results when the racist attitudes of individuals infect the social fabric.9 
Educational institutions, for instance, may be said to become racist when the 
ill will of individual actors within them leads to the adoption and maintenance 
of policies with unjust racial disparities. Once these policies are in place, they 
infect the attitudes of those who pass through the racist educational system. Stu-
dents learn a whitewashed historical narrative that reflects the beliefs of those 
who designed it—for example, beliefs about the inferiority of indigenous people 
and enslaved African people. Internalizing this narrative, many of these students 
come to harbor these very same beliefs. Then they pass them on to the next 
generation. The foundations of institutional racism, conceived of as stemming 
from individual attitudes, are thus self-reinforcing. And institutions can be racist 
even when none of the individuals who currently make them up harbor objec-
tionable attitudes, so long as the infection has become sufficiently entrenched in 
the institution’s policies and practices. Thus, the moral view can be seen to offer 
a more sophisticated analysis than initially meets the eye.

8 This is one of the insights behind Curry’s “necessary knowledge thesis” (“Race”).
9 Garcia, “The Heart of Racism.”
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The political view, too, comes in a cruder and a more sophisticated version. It 
has become a commonplace belief that explicit racism is on the decline; people 
do not spout epithets and endorse overtly racist policies like they used to. There 
are those who think that people do not harbor racist attitudes anymore. But if 
the 2016 election and its aftermath taught us anything, it is that this is simply 
not true. There’s nothing like a political victory to make one feel comfortable 
screaming in public what a short time ago was fit for the country club or chat 
room only. This is not anathema to the analytical framework of the political view. 
Those who analyze racism in terms of institutional oppression can make sense 
of “real racists” in terms of participation in and habituation to a racist society, 
undergirded by racist institutions. All of us, to some degree or another, come 
to hold racist attitudes—explicit, implicit, or both—because of the way we are 
shaped by our social context. It is precisely because of the racist institutions that 
shape our collective modes of thought that we come, as individuals, to harbor 
the very attitudes some have claimed are only features of the past.

As should be clear by now, the sophisticated versions of the moral and polit-
ical views largely agree when it comes to the scope of racism. They differ, mainly, 
in terms of explanatory priority. This has consequences for how they envision 
effective change. According to the moral view, institutional racism is real, but it 
is ultimately explained by appeal to individuals’ attitudes. Systemic change re-
quires that we change hearts and minds. The political view, by contrast, holds 
that the racist structure of social institutions ultimately explains the racist beliefs 
and intentions of individuals. And eradicating or mitigating racism, on this view, 
is a matter of restructuring the scaffolding on which society is built. Only by 
changing racist policies and practices will we change the hearts and minds of 
individual racists.

Each of these views has its attractions. But they cannot both be correct. Thus, 
it may seem as if a firm grasp of what racism is and how to combat it requires 
choosing between them. But that is not the case. Careful consideration of an ex-
ample drawn from the 2016 election and transition, as well as examination of the 
impression they give about the relationship between race and racism, suggests 
that neither view is satisfactory.

2. The Pragmatic Aim and the Case of Jeff Sessions

Though they offer distinct analyses of racism, the political view and the moral 
view are both closely connected to what we can call the pragmatic aim: the aim 
of eliminating, or at least mitigating, racism. This aim is apparently furthered by 
the political view’s commitment to focusing on institutional and social struc-
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tures, the elimination of which would effect widespread and materially bene-
ficial changes in the lives of those who suffer most from racial oppression. As 
suggested above, this seems to be one major attraction of the political view. But 
the pragmatic aim is related also to the moral view in that it is justified by that 
view’s commitment to the necessary immorality of racism.10 To claim that rac-
ism is immoral is to claim that there are reasons to combat it. Thus, it seems fair 
to ask how the two familiar views of racism fare with respect to furthering the 
pragmatic aim. Do these views offer proper guidance to those who aim to com-
bat racism?11

In short: no. And the battle over Senator Jeff Sessions’s nomination and con-
firmation for the post of attorney general in the Trump administration can help 
us see why.

Many objected to Sessions’s nomination on the grounds that he is racist and 
that the Department of Justice would, under his leadership, fail to combat, and 
likely exacerbate, the racism endemic to the American criminal justice system. 
But some opposed to his nomination argued that Sessions’s own attitudes were 
beside the point; opposition to his nomination should focus on his record.12 
This would seem to comport well with the political view’s focus on institutions. 
The call to focus on a public official’s record is a call to focus on the institutional 
policies enacted during his tenure and, in this case, their consequences vis-à-
vis racial justice. At the same time, however, it would appear to undermine the 
pragmatic aim of reforming racist institutions. Institutional change comes about 
through the actions of individuals, who are themselves moved by their atti-
tudes.13 Attending to what is in the heart and mind of the individual in charge is 
not a distraction from, but rather a key element of, any plan to effect institutional 
change.14 Thus, the political view undermines efforts to combat structural injus-
tice if it ignores the personal attitudes of certain key actors in the institutional 
structure. If the goal is to mitigate or eliminate racism in the criminal justice 
system, Sessions’s attitudes are relevant to his qualifications for attorney general.

It may be objected that the political view does not really ignore individuals’ 

10 Garcia, “The Heart of Racism”; Glasgow, “Racism as Disrespect.” This commitment is not 
confined to proponents of the moral view; see Haslanger, “Oppressions: Racial and Other.”

11 It bears repeating that, as mentioned in note 1, above, those who take racism to be a perma-
nent feature of society may consistently aim to combat it.

12 Bouie, “Jeff Sessions Fights for Racist Outcomes. Who Cares What’s in His Heart?”
13 The conceptual claims about institutions in the text, both here and passim, have been influ-

enced by Searle’s account of institutional facts (The Construction of Social Reality). 
14 See Madva, “A Plea for Anti-Anti-Individualism,” for a convincing argument for this claim, 

in the context of combating discrimination, based on empirical evidence from the social 
sciences.
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attitudes. Rather, it calls our attention to the fact that institutions can be racist 
even if the individuals who run them do not harbor racial biases or other prob-
lematic attitudes.15 It is true that the political view calls our attention to this fact 
and is correct to do so.16 But this does not adequately address the complaint 
that changing institutional policy requires more attention to individual attitudes 
than the political view appears to give. The existence of a racist institution may 
not depend on the attitudes of the individuals involved in its present-day oper-
ations, but combating institutional racism does. It is exceedingly unlikely, if not 
impossible, for a racist institution to adopt and implement non-racist policies in 
the absence of leadership that is both attuned to the problem and motivated to 
do something about it.

Consider now the moral view. Does it fare any better in accounting for the 
Sessions controversy? It seems not. To begin with, the difficulties inherent in 
trying to determine the attitudes that reside in a person’s heart may preclude 
coming to any firm conclusion about whether or not Sessions is racist. This diffi-
culty was reflected in the confirmation process and its coverage by the press. But 
even if we were to set that aside, the moral view, too, faces the problem of un-
dermining the pragmatic aim of combating racism. The trouble here is different 
from the one facing the political view. While the moral view calls for attending 
to the attitudes of individuals, it focuses too narrowly on those that constitute 
ill will, possibly manifested by indifference.17 The worry about Sessions was not 
just that he might be actively opposed or indifferent to the interests of African 
Americans (among other groups), but also that his leadership would fail to bring 
about (and even forestall) changes in the criminal justice system necessary to 
combat the institutional racism already present.

Given the worry that Sessions’s tenure in charge of the Department of Jus-
tice would perpetuate the racism already endemic to the criminal justice system, 
there is good reason to focus more widely than just on attitudes that constitute 
ill will or indifference. It takes more than lack of active antipathy toward or indif-
ference to the plight of the oppressed to motivate effective change at the institu-

15 I would like to thank two anonymous reviewers for this journal for raising the concerns 
addressed here in comments on an earlier version of this article.

16 It is also true, as noted above, that the sophisticated moral view also allows that racist insti-
tutions may be run by individuals with no objectionable attitudes. It insists, however, that 
such institutions must have been infected by racist attitudes at some earlier time.

17 Garcia, “The Heart of Racism.” For insightful discussion of the expressive significance of 
“emotional indifference” in the context of moral responsibility, see Smith, “Responsibility 
for Attitudes,” esp. 242–46. Smith’s Wybrow case may not be a perfect fit for the present dis-
cussion, but her comments are suggestive of the claim that one may exhibit objectionable 
attitudes toward others simply by exhibiting indifference toward their interests.
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tional level. It takes positive concern for effecting this change. Even supposing 
that we could somehow determine that Sessions did not harbor racial ill will, the 
pragmatic aim of combating racism calls for more in this context. Even on the 
moral view, many of the racial disparities in the criminal justice system count as 
racist—the institution has a long history of infection by the racist attitudes of 
individuals implicated in the setting and carrying out of policy.18 Eliminating or 
at least mitigating this requires more than putting in charge someone without 
racial ill will; it requires putting in charge someone with attitudes that will moti-
vate the necessary reforms. The moral view recommends looking into Sessions’s 
heart, but not deep enough.19

At this point it may be objected that proper guidance in combating racism 
is not an appropriate criterion of adequacy for these analyses of what racism is; 
neither the political view nor the moral view need have this as a goal.20 There 
is something to this objection. An analysis of racism need not be committed to 
combating it. Indeed, it may turn out that the correct analysis reveals that racism 
is ineradicable and that we cannot do anything to mitigate its effects. Never-
theless, the preceding considerations should be enough to motivate, at the very 
least, a hard look at the moral and political views by those who share the aim of 
combating racism.

3. Race and Racism

The lesson from consideration of Sessions’s nomination is that the analyses of 
racism offered by the political view and the moral view undermine the pragmat-
ic aim because they do not take proper account of individuals’ attitudes in the 
context of institutional racism. The political view does not pay proper attention 
to the attitudes of individuals; the moral view does not pay attention to the prop-
er range of attitudes. Neither of these analyses provides an adequate account 
of how to combat institutional racism in this particular case. Especially in the 
context of the current political climate, marked by a reinvigorated commitment 
to the pragmatic aim, this gives us good reason to look for an alternative under-

18 For ease of exposition, we can refer to the various elements comprising the American crim-
inal justice system as a single institution, and we can refer to the US attorney general, in his 
role as head of the Department of Justice, as the leader of this institution.

19 In fact, it is not enough that we consider attitudes of good and ill will. Effective institutional 
change requires not just motivation, but also know-how. As the point was put above, in 
connection with the political view, institutional leadership will be more likely to change 
institutional course when it is both attuned to the problem and motivated to do something 
about it. (I owe this point to an anonymous reviewer for this journal.) 

20 I owe this objection to an anonymous reviewer for this journal.
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standing of racism. But that is not the only reason to abandon the two familiar 
views. They also fail to adequately highlight the historical relationship between 
race and racism.

The moral view analyzes racism in terms of attitudes that already appeal to 
race—for example, beliefs about or hatred of African Americans. The political 
view analyzes racism in terms of institutional oppression of a particular group of 
people on the basis of their racial designation. Whether or not they require it, the 
suggestion, in both cases, seems to be that we do not have racism until we have 
appeals to race. This gets it backward.21 When we find racism, throughout time 
and across the globe, what we find is oppression that becomes racialized when 
the bodies of its victims are cited as justification. We see race invoked for the 
purpose of justifying domination of certain human beings by others.

This can be seen in historical discussions of the development of racism in 
the West.22 The broad-strokes historical narrative is as follows. One result of Eu-
ropeans’ increased mercantile travel in the late Medieval and early Renaissance 
eras was greater awareness of different cultures and skin tones. They came into 
contact with societies and body types they had not known existed or had little 
previous contact with. A second consequence was, of course, the colonization, 
enslavement, or eradication of these people and their lands. Through increased 
exploration, the European elite not only acquired new knowledge of what the 
world was like, but also new means of exploiting people for their own material 
gain. This changed internal class relations in European society. It became more 
economically advantageous to exploit foreigners rather than the serfs of one’s 
own country. And this exploitation came to be justified in racial terms. These 
people did not have rights to land, labor, or bodily integrity because they were 

“black” (or “brown” or “red” or “yellow”).
This historical narrative stands in opposition to the suggestion that we do 

not have racism until we have appeals to race. The analyses of racism offered by 
the moral and political views may be taken to suggest that the initial harmful 
treatment of Africans or indigenous Americans at the hands of European colo-
nizers did not count as racism. It only came to be racist once these people were 
oppressed on the grounds of their perceived racial designations. The moral view 
gives the impression that racism resulted when the individuals engaged in the 
harmful treatment internalized the relevant racial designations and acquired at-
titudes of ill will that reflected them. The political view gives the impression that 
racism did not result until institutions reflected these racial designations in their 

21 As Ta-Nehisi Coates puts it: “race is the child of racism, not the father” (Between the World 
and Me, 7).

22 Mills, The Racial Contract; West, “A Genealogy of Modern Racism.”
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oppressive policies. This suggests that there was a moment when the oppression 
of these groups of people was profoundly transformed. It suggests that with the 
advent of race as a justifying factor, something new came on the scene. Harm-
ful treatment of conquered peoples became exploitation and extermination of 
subhuman groups. But it seems more accurate to say that the availability of the 
notion of race allowed for a new way of justifying more of the same. The people 
being exterminated and enslaved were already regarded as subhuman, but there 
was not yet a need to recognize that this was the case, let alone offer a justi-
fication for it. That need came, among other things, from the readily apparent 
conflict between such treatment and the Enlightenment ideals of equality and 
freedom.

4. A Third View

We have good reason to look for a view that highlights the historical interplay 
between the concept of race and the attitudes, structures, and conduct that we 
recognize as racist. Let us begin with a closer look at a historical account of a 
clearly racist system of practices that involved both individual racist conduct 
and racist institutional policies: slavery in America. As Barbara J. Fields details, 
the driving forces behind the enslavement of Africans in America were econom-
ic.23 Africans were not the first people exploited for their labor in the American 
colonies—poor English and Irish serfs were brought over as cheap labor from 
the beginning of the American colonial program. But African captives quickly 
became the most profitable source of labor. This was made easier because they 
were taken from their geographic, social, and political contexts and transported 
to a foreign one. 

In line with the historical narrative outlined in the previous section, the or-
igins of the institution of chattel slavery in the American colonies had little if 
anything to do with race, and everything to do with the history of people, mar-
kets, and trade. The rationale of race may have been required for the institution 
of chattel slavery, where enslavement was a heritable condition, to come to fru-
ition. But the factors that drove development of this institution were economic 
and political. It is more profitable to claim the offspring of one’s property also 
as property, and it is easier to perpetually enslave a people who are not already a 
part of the development of the society and its defining notions. Part of the rea-
son race was needed to justify slavery in America was that this budding country 
was founded on the notion of liberty and equality for all. This notion grew out 
of Enlightenment thinking, following long political struggles in Europe between 

23 Fields, “Slavery, Race and Ideology in the United States of America.”
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the landed elite and the exploited serfs. Because enslaved Africans did not take 
part in these struggles, it was easier to leave them out of consideration when 
putting these ideals into practice. 

When it came time to square the reality of everyday life in the American col-
onies with the aspirations of the revolutionary rhetoric espoused by the elites on 
this side of the Atlantic, something had to give. Those in power in the colonies 
needed a justification for treating one group of people in a manner that their 
professed principles deemed immoral. Their response was to exempt people of 
African descent from moral and political consideration—to dehumanize them. 
They appealed to race. The designation of the enslaved as “black” allowed the 
“white” people in power to distinguish between human beings on the basis of 
bodily appearance for the purposes of economic exploitation. Along with this 
came a moral and political hierarchy that purported to justify the institutional-
ized practice of chattel slavery. Thus was white supremacy born in the American 
colonies.

This is not to say that white supremacy has its exclusive origins in America. 
Other European colonial adventures also involved perceived and institutional-
ized racial hierarchies. And it is not to insist that the notion of English superi-
ority over Africans was absent prior to the development of the institution of 
African slavery in the American colonies.24 Nor is it to downplay the impact of 
white supremacy on the indigenous population in America, as well as in other 
colonized regions of the globe. But it is to claim that these various instances of 
white supremacy share an origin story. They featured the human drive to domi-
nate coupled with a developing social hierarchy under the influence of Enlight-
enment notions of equal standing in the moral and political spheres. This com-
bination was unstable. The claimed equal standing for all people threatened the 
developing economic, political, and moral hierarchy. The system and its inequi-
ties stood in need of justification. And that justification came to rest on readily 
apparent differences in what people looked like. It appealed to race.

This origin story supports a view of racism that differs from both the moral 
view and the political view in two key ways. First, the racialization of oppres-
sion—the birth of racism—derived neither primarily from individuals’ atti-
tudes nor from social institutions. It came from both at once. The institution 
of slavery in America predated the racialized justifications of it that are now so 
familiar, and the same is true of antipathy toward enslaved people. Subjugated 
people, no matter their skin tone or continental origin, were believed to be infe-

24 See Vaughn, “The Origins Debate: Slavery and Racism in Seventeenth-Century Virginia,” 
for an overview of the debate among historians regarding the question of which came first, 
racism or African slavery, in the colony of Virginia.
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rior. Early American colonists worked English indentured servants to death and 
traded them as property. Even free English colonists who did not command ser-
vants or own slaves looked down upon those who lacked independence. Racism 
bloomed in America when these attitudes and practices came to be justified by 
appeal to what people looked like. The institution of slavery became racialized, 
not just in operation, but also rationalization. Second, just as a bloom is the most 
visible form of a flower that grows from seed to bud, attitudes and practices jus-
tified in racialized terms announce to the world the racism that has been present 
for some time. The notion of race does not as much change these practices, as it 
does clarify what they have been all along. Racism comes to full fruition when 
existing oppressive practices are reinterpreted in racialized terms in the service 
of justifying the exploits of those in power. This is a moment not of transforma-
tion but of revelation.

Two elements remain constant, both before and after the invocation of race: 
(1) the drive to dominate and (2) the dominion of the dominant. These are the 
very features that serve as key ingredients in the recipe for white supremacy sug-
gested above. Colonial elites and their European counterparts responded to the 
perceived need to justify the institution of African slavery in the Americas by 
invoking a distinction between people. The designation of one as “black”—that 
is, not “white”—was made available as a means of justifying oppressive practices 
and attitudes at the heart of colonial American society. The belief that certain 
people were inferior had its origins in the observation that they were unfree. But 
when it came to be the belief that this was so because they were “black” it served to 
justify their subjugation at the hands of those who were superior—now, because 
they were “white.” The subjugation came first and the racialized justification sec-
ond, but, in contrast to the impression given by the familiar moral and political 
views, it was racist long before it was readily recognizable as such.

This historical narrative suggests that we have good reason to prefer a view of 
racism that is (1) essentially historical and (2) pluralistic—that is, the key ele-
ments in the analysis of racism are both irreducible. Call it the genealogical view.

The genealogical view of racism denies an analytical approach that seeks to 
identify necessary and sufficient conditions for something to be racist.25 Instead, 
it aims to provide an account of what racism is by attending to what its causes were. 

25 While I believe that this is the approach of those views I have labeled moral and political, 
an anonymous reviewer for this journal has helpfully drawn my attention to the fact that 
there are other ways of understanding what some instances of these views are trying to do. 
As opposed to articulating necessary and sufficient conditions on something being racist, 
they may, rather, be aiming to identify key or distinctive features of racism. In that case, it 
is my contention that the genealogical view has the advantage of highlighting the historical 
dimensions of racism and placing them at the center of its analysis. Doing so allows us also 
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Racism, on this view, is properly understood in terms of individual attitudes, so-
cial institutions, and conceptual ingenuity that were interwoven in various ways, 
at various times and places. The key claim of the genealogical view is that racist 
attitudes and racist social structures developed in tandem from attitudes and 
structures marked by the drive to dominate and the dominion of the dominant, 
and the racialized justifications merely announced what was already present. 
Pre-racial oppressive attitudes and institutions evolved into racialized ones by 
taking aim at victims conceptualized in terms of race. The roles of oppressor and 
oppressed were thus reinterpreted in racial terms. “White” people—which is 
to say, those in power—justified their oppression of “black” people on racial 
grounds. And these grounds were invented, or co-opted, to do just that.26 But 
racialized justifications did not so much transform what they were applied to as 
much as they clarified it. The view is historical in that it calls our attention to the 
development of racism over the course of actual human history; it is essentially 
historical in that it claims that this historical development is inseparable from a 
proper understanding of the concept. It would be an obfuscation to claim that 
racism can be understood apart from grasping the way it developed over time.

The genealogical view further differs from the moral and political views in 
claiming that the essential analysans of those more familiar views are both re-
quired for an adequate understanding of what racism is. Whereas the moral view 
claims that the analytical buck stops, ultimately, with individual attitudes and 
the political view claims that it stops with basic social institutions, the genealogi-
cal view claims that neither of these elements is analytically primary to the other. 
Indeed, it claims that they are analytically inseparable.27 

to better appreciate the psychological mechanisms implicated in the development of racist 
attitudes and institutions.

26 One view has it that the concept of race was invented as a justification for racist practices. 
Bernard Boxill (“Introduction”) argues, against this, that the concept of race was originally 
developed by Europeans in order to explain the differences in appearance and culture they 
discovered through increased global travel. Later on, he contends, this concept corrupted 
Europeans’ natural sympathy and gave rise to the racist practices that came to mark the co-
lonial era. The view laid out in the text need not take a stand on the origins of the concept of 
race. It may have been invented by Europeans to justify their exploitation of non-European 
people, or it may have originally been invented to explain the differences between people 
and then coopted as a rationale for oppression. Either way, the account in the text stands: 
the concept of race was used as a justification for oppressive attitudes and practices in the 
face of Enlightenment ideals of equality and freedom.

27 There are some notable affinities between the genealogical view offered here and extant 
accounts that fall out of the philosophical mainstream (see note 2, above). It is worth briefly 
noting how the view offered here differs from these other views. West offers a genealogical 
account of racism (“A Genealogy of Modern Racism”), and both West’s account and that 
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According to the genealogical view, pre-racial oppressive social institutions, 
in part, explain the development of racialized attitudes, such as hatred of “black” 
people and beliefs about their inferiority. These attitudes were cultivated in or-
der to justify various oppressive institutional practices, such as African slavery 
in the American colonies. And these same institutions, now justified in racial 
terms, served to inculcate racist attitudes through the perpetuation and support 
of ideologies. At the same time, pre-racialized attitudes toward the enslaved 
explained the development and maintenance of the oppressive institutions in 
need of justification. Slavery in the North American colonies was initially jus-
tified by outright antipathy toward the enslaved and the belief that, no matter 
their appearance or continental origin, they were inferior. All of this predated 
the development of justifications in terms of race and their internalization. But 
once racialized attitudes came on the scene, they explained the further devel-
opment and maintenance of the racist institutions they were meant to justify. 
Even after the abolition of slavery, African Americans were oppressed by means 
of Jim Crow, followed by the “colorblind” racial injustices that characterize con-

offered by McWhorter (Racism and Sexual Oppression in Anglo-America: A Genealogy) have 
Foucaultian elements shared by the genealogical view offered here—for example, all three 
views allow that ideologies have the power to shape individuals and institutions and stress 
the importance of history. The genealogical view offered here departs from these others in at 
least this way: it stresses the importance of individuals’ attitudes both with respect to their 
genetic contribution to the relevant oppressive institutional structures and with respect to 
their role in maintaining or evolving these structures. There is also an affinity between the 
genealogical view offered here and prominent accounts in the tradition of critical race the-
ory. For example, the legal realism that inspires Bell’s racial realism stresses the importance 
of personal values to a proper understanding of legal decisions (“Racial Realism”). Thus, 
like the genealogical view offered here, racial realism is attuned to the complex interplay be-
tween personal attitudes and institutional structures. And there is shared interest in tracing 
the historical development and maintenance of racist oppression, seeking to account for the 
interplay between attitudes and structures over time. Finally, the genealogical view offered 
here shares some of the central tenets of critical race theory as laid out by Curry, such as a 
commitment to the social construction of the concept of race and its deployment to subju-
gate particular groups of people (“Will the Real CRT Please Stand Up?” 4–5). But the gene-
alogical view offered in the text departs from views in the tradition of critical race theory in 
at least two key respects. First, it identifies a particular element of human psychology—the 
drive to dominate—as playing a central role in the development and maintenance of racism. 
Second, it is compatible with, but not committed to, claims about the permanence of racism. 
According to the genealogical view offered here, the question of racism’s permanence will 
turn, crucially, on the questions of whether the drive to dominate is a permanent feature 
of human psychology and whether race is a permanent object for its expression. Thus, the 
view offered here places a novel feature of our psychology at center stage in the discussion 
of racism’s past and future.
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temporary America, especially in the criminal justice system.28 The evolution of 
institutional racial oppression in America has been propelled forward, at least 
in part, by the racist attitudes of individuals. But the development of these atti-
tudes is not properly explained without appeal to the institutional contexts that 
gave rise to them. Thus, the genealogical view weaves a historical narrative, to 
which both attitudes and institutions are essential. At the heart of this narrative 
are the psychological element of the drive to dominate and the social fact of the 
dominion of the dominant.

5. Objections

Let us now consider two objections to the genealogical view, both of which 
amount to the charge that it does not offer a proper analysis of racism.29 The 
first objection is that the genealogical view does not provide the proper tools to 
identify instances of racism because it does not offer a necessary condition on 
something’s being racist. Racist attitudes and institutions might arise in some 
other ways than they actually have; even if history had been different, racism 
might still exist. The second objection is that the genealogical view does not 
appear to offer clear answers to questions we want answered by an analysis of a 
concept like racism. For instance, it does not tell us exactly when an attitude or 
institution comes to be racist. 

These objections do not appear to apply to the moral or political views. The 
moral view suggests that a necessary condition on racism, whether personal or 
institutional, is the presence of attitudes of ill will toward people on account 
of their racial designation. And it tells us that personal or institutional conduct 
becomes racist at the point when these attitudes infect it. The political view 
suggests that a necessary condition on racism is the presence of institutional 
structures that enshrine and perpetuate unjust social relations with disparate 
racial impact. And it tells us that conduct or policies become racist when appro-
priately influenced by institutions that target groups or individuals for harmful 
treatment on the basis of their racial designations. The above objections suggest 
criteria of adequacy for a satisfactory account of racism, and the two familiar 
views appear to pass with flying colors.

How should the proponent of the genealogical view reply? One strategy 
would be to articulate ways in which the view, despite appearances, really does 
satisfy the suggested criteria for adequacy. But the best response is to insist that 

28 Woodward, The Strange Career of Jim Crow; Alexander, The New Jim Crow.
29 I owe these to correspondence with Jorge L. A. Garcia on a different version of some of 

these ideas.
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these objections address the wrong questions. The request for a necessary con-
dition on the existence of racism rests on counterfactual aspirations. It asks: if 
things had gone differently, would such and such still count as racist? The essen-
tial historicality of the genealogical view is antithetical to this approach. Rather 
than ask what would be the case if things had been thus and so, the genealogical 
view focuses on the question: how did things come to be as they are? There is 
value in unearthing the actual unfolding of history and analyzing racism as we 
find it.

One might think that this is to miss the point. The counterfactual aspirations 
behind the request for a necessary condition need not supplant historical inqui-
ry. They may rather supplement it in service of the pragmatic aim of mitigating 
and eradicating racism. If we have a clear means of identifying racism, however 
it might arise, then we will be in a better position to nip it in the bud as novel 
forms creep into existence.

This brings us to the second objection. It would seem that the pragmatic aim 
requires being able to identify when a given attitude, conduct, policy, or institu-
tion comes to be racist. But that is not so. The genealogical view has help to give 
in identifying, and perhaps even preventing, new and novel instances of racism, 
even though it eschews a precise answer to the question when a given individual 
or institution comes to be racist. For one thing, the view highlights the central 
role of the drive to dominate in the development of racist people and institu-
tions. Where we find this drive operating in a context in which it either targets 
or is likely to target individuals or groups on the basis of a racial designation, we 
have reason to suspect racism is in the offing. Moreover, the view highlights the 
dominion of the dominant as also playing an important role. Thus, increasingly 
entrenched dominance of one racial group over another, whether interpersonal 
or institutional, is a red flag. And the historical focus of the genealogical view 
provides us with blueprints for the rise of new forms of racism based on past 
patterns. It prompts us to learn history’s lessons.

6. Making Sense of 2016

Let us now to return to the case of Sessions’s nomination to the post of attorney 
general. Some of the genealogical view’s virtues will become clearer through in-
vestigation of how it fares better than the two familiar views in making sense of 
this case.

Recall the lessons learned from considering the moral and political views 
in relation to the Sessions case. In light of the pragmatic aim, the moral view 
appeared to focus too narrowly on attitudes constitutive of ill will. When it 
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comes to examining the attitudes of a nominee to head up an institution with 
racially disparate harmful effects, it will not do to make sure he does not harbor 
ill will toward members of disadvantaged racial groups. Change in the policies 
and procedures of the institution—here, the American criminal justice system—
requires attitudes that spur active pursuit of positive change in the treatment 
of disadvantaged groups. The political view appeared to focus primarily, if not 
exclusively, on matters at the level of institutional policy and public record. Ef-
fective change in these areas, however, requires action by individuals, especially 
those in charge of relevant policy decisions. An institution already on course to 
make racially disparate negative impacts will not steer a different course if its 
captain is not motivated and prepared to change tack.

Now consider how the genealogical view fares in its treatment of the Sessions 
case. To begin with, it is not subject to either of the above difficulties. Unlike the 
political view, the genealogical view does not privilege institutional structures 
in its analysis of racism. Thus, it does not call our attention to these structures at 
the expense of investigating also the attitudes of individuals, especially those in 
positions of power and capable of steering the institution’s course. Indeed, the 
genealogical view would justify special concern about the attitudes of these in-
dividuals, as they would be the ones in positions of dominance. 

Unlike the moral view, the genealogical view does not focus narrowly on 
attitudes constitutive of ill will. The key psychological ingredient in the genea-
logical view is the drive to dominate, and myriad attitudes may serve to refocus 
this drive in order to promote what amounts to racist conduct or policy.30 Yet 
this drive and (at least some of) these attitudes are not themselves constitutive 
of ill will. The desire for profit is an instructive example. This desire is not in 
itself constitutive of ill will, but it can be a significant part of the explanation of 
why a given individual or institution comes to oppress people on the basis of 
their racial designation. We saw this in the above historical narrative of African 
slavery in the colonies. And it has been implicated in the development of the 

“prison-industrial-complex” in the context of the US criminal justice system in its 
present form.31 The basic idea, in both cases, is that the drive to dominate comes 
to focus on a particular racial category because this is profitable. The resulting 
institutional structures are then reinterpreted in order to justify these practices 
in racialized terms. Just as slavery before it, criminality has come to be justified 
by appeal to a person’s skin color—“black” men are “superpredators.”

The genealogical view not only avoids the apparent pitfalls of the moral and 

30 The characterization in the text of the drive to dominate has been influenced by Katsafanas, 
“Nietzsche’s Philosophical Psychology.”

31  Davis, Abolition Democracy.
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political views, it also makes better sense of the widespread alarm over Sessions’s 
nomination to the post of attorney general. This largely had to do with history, 
both his personal history and the history of the institution he was being nomi-
nated to lead. Sessions’s record as an elected and appointed official—US attorney 
for Alabama, Alabama attorney general, and US senator from Alabama—provid-
ed what many found to be ample grounds for concern about racism.32 They were 
concerned about his personal attitudes regarding African Americans and about 
how he would steer federal policy with respect to their treatment by elements 
of the criminal justice system (e.g., oversight of local and state police). These 
concerns were especially pointed in the context of his nomination as US attorney 
general because this would put him in charge of an institution that has been well 
documented as a tool for racial oppression.33 It would be difficult to sympatheti-
cally understand the extent of concern over his nomination without an adequate 
grasp of the history of this institution in America. Here the essential historicality 
of the genealogical view shows itself to be a real advantage. It can make sense of 
the level of concern about Sessions’s nomination by highlighting not only the 
history of the American criminal justice system, but also the role Sessions has 
played in this history during his time in public office.

7. Concluding Remarks

Trump’s electoral victory has reinvigorated anti-racism movements on the left. 
But the familiar moral and political views do not provide adequate analyses of 
racism, and they fall short of providing proper guidance for the anti-racist proj-
ect. We should look to a view that focuses on racism’s lineage and avoids the mo-
nistic focus on a single, ultimate analytical factor—attitudes or institutions—in 
favor of a pluralistic focus that recognizes the historical interplay between them. 
This is what the genealogical view seeks to do. It is thus able to capture the messy 
reality of racism and put us in a position to more effectively combat it.34

Sam Houston State University
bmy@shsu.edu

32 Serwer, “What Jeff Sessions’s Role in Prosecuting the Klan Reveals about His Civil-Rights 
Record.”

33 Alexander, The New Jim Crow.
34 Several anonymous reviewers deserve thanks for very helpful comments on earlier versions 

of this article. I thank Jorge L. A. Garcia for comments on an earlier version of some of these 
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on racism is, I hope, evident. Special thanks are due to David Wright for many helpful con-
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DOES CONTRARY-FORMING PREDICATE 
NEGATION SOLVE THE NEGATION PROBLEM?

Robert Mabrito

olving expressivism’s Frege-Geach problem requires specifying the at-
titudes expressed by arbitrarily complex moral sentences. Nicholas Unwin 
emphasizes the problems that arise in doing so for even the relatively simple 

case of negated atomic sentences.1 Terry Horgan and Mark Timmons believe 
that contrary-forming predicate negation offers a solution to this negation prob-
lem.2 I argue that their solution is incomplete.

1. The Negation Problem

Consider Marie, who is contemplating the morality of stealing. One possibility 
is that

W: Marie thinks that stealing is wrong.

Following Horgan and Timmons, assume that expressivists take it that for Marie 
to think that stealing is wrong is for her to oppose stealing.3 As Unwin points out, 
expressivists have a problem accounting for all the possible views Marie might 
have. To illustrate Unwin’s point, consider the following:

N

W~

~W

Marie’s View

Marie does not think that stealing 
is wrong.

Marie thinks that not stealing is 
wrong.

Marie thinks that stealing is not 
wrong.

Expressivist Interpretation

Marie does not oppose 
stealing.

Marie opposes not stealing.

?

1 Unwin, “Quasi-Realism, Negation, and the Frege-Geach Problem.”
2 Horgan and Timmons, “Expressivism and Contrary-Forming Negation.”
3 Horgan and Timmons, “Expressivism and Contrary-Forming Negation,” 98.

S
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The negation problem is the problem of specifying—according to expressiv-
ism—what it is for Marie to think that stealing is not wrong. Given the reason-
able assumption that Marie’s state of mind in ~W is distinct from her state in 
either W~ or N, expressivists cannot say that in ~W Marie opposes not stealing or 
simply does not oppose stealing. Indeed, as an argument due to Mark Schroeder 
shows, expressivists cannot take it that in ~W Marie’s attitude is one of opposi-
tion to anything.4

Horgan and Timmons attempt to solve this negation problem by distinguish-
ing between two types of negation.5 The “not” in 

Marie does not oppose stealing.

might express contradictory-forming sentential negation, in which case the 
above sentence is equivalent to 

SN: It is not the case that Marie opposes stealing.

Or, it might express contrary-forming predicate negation, in which case the sen-
tence is equivalent to

PN: Marie is unopposed to stealing.

For Horgan and Timmons, SN describes Marie’s state in N while PN describes her 
state in ~W.6 Of course, Marie’s states in N and ~W are distinct if and only if SN 
and PN are not equivalent.

Horgan and Timmons argue that SN and PN are not equivalent because the 
concept of opposition is trivalent.7 Associated with every trivalent concept is 
a feature and an anti-feature, which are such that everything falls into one of 
three non-overlapping and non-empty groups: (i) those things with the feature, 
(ii) those with the anti-feature, and (iii) those with neither.8 Thus, while it is 
impossible to simultaneously possess both an anti-feature and its corresponding 
feature, it is possible to possess neither. The referent of a term that expresses a 
trivalent concept is the feature while the anti-feature is the referent of the term 
produced by applying a prefix such as “un-” or “in-.” Horgan and Timmons offer 

“pleasant” as an example; it picks out a feature while “unpleasant” picks out the 
relevant anti-feature.9 Thus, the contradictory-forming sentential negation of 

4 Schroeder, Being For, 45–46.
5 Horgan and Timmons, “Expressivism and Contrary-Forming Negation,” 96–97.
6 Horgan and Timmons, “Expressivism and Contrary-Forming Negation,” 98.
7 Horgan and Timmons, “Expressivism and Contrary-Forming Negation,” 96–98.
8 Horgan and Timmons, “Expressivism and Contrary-Forming Negation,” 96.
9 Horgan and Timmons, “Expressivism and Contrary-Forming Negation,” 96.
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P1: A is pleasant

is

P2: It is not the case that A is pleasant

while the contrary-forming predicate negation is 

P3: A is unpleasant.

The two negations are not equivalent. P2 is just the negative claim that A lacks 
the relevant feature, while P3 is the positive claim that A possesses the relevant 
anti-feature.

If the concept of opposition is trivalent, then the term “unopposed” refers 
to the relevant anti-feature. If so, to be unopposed to stealing is not simply a 
matter of being not opposed, just like being unpleasant is not simply a matter 
of being not pleasant. To be unopposed is to possess an attitude that stands to 
the attitude of opposition as an anti-feature stands to a feature. Thus, SN and PN 
are not equivalent. SN is just the negative claim that Marie lacks the attitude of 
opposition while PN is the positive claim that Marie has its anti-feature, i.e., the 
attitude of unopposition. Thanks to trivalence, the proposal of Horgan and Tim-
mons assigns distinct states to Marie in ~W, W~, and N.

2. A Complete Solution?

In addition to assigning distinct states to Marie in ~W, W~, and N, any acceptable 
expressivist solution to the negation problem must entail that Marie’s state in 

~W is inconsistent with her state in W. Horgan and Timmons believe that their 
solution does so; they say it “provides the resources to explain why it is logical-
ly inconsistent to be simultaneously both opposed and unopposed to the same 
thing.”10 But it is important to distinguish two claims:

A: An agent simultaneously being both opposed to x and being unop-
posed to x is a logically inconsistent state of affairs.

B: Being opposed to x is logically inconsistent with being unopposed to x 
in the way in which a belief that p is logically inconsistent with a belief 
that ~p. 

Say two states are incompatible just in case a claim analogous to A is true of them; 
an agent cannot simultaneously instantiate two incompatible states. Say two 
states are inconsistent just in case a claim analogous to B is true of them; inconsis-

10 Horgan and Timmons, “Expressivism and Contrary-Forming Negation,” 99.
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tent states clash in the way beliefs in inconsistent propositions do. Incompatibil-
ity does not entail inconsistency. (I leave it open whether inconsistency entails 
incompatibility.) Having a headache and not having a headache are incompat-
ible states, but they are not inconsistent. Marie’s headache and Angela’s lack of 
a headache are not inconsistent in the way, say, Marie’s belief that snow is white 
and Angela’s belief that it is not white are. To borrow Allan Gibbard’s way of 
putting the point, in the headache case there is a difference between Marie and 
Angela without there being disagreement, while in the belief case there is both.11 

That the concept of opposition is trivalent entails both that being unopposed 
is distinct from simply not being opposed and that it is incompatible with being 
opposed. These two claims follow, by definition, from the fact that unopposi-
tion stands to opposition as an anti-feature stands to a feature. But the fact that 
the concept of opposition is trivalent does not by itself entail that opposition 
and unopposition are inconsistent. Consider the concept I will call hensitivity. 
(Compare to James Dreier’s example of hiyo or Gibbard’s example of yowee.12) 
Say one is hensitive toward x just in case one possesses:

H: the disposition toward developing a headache when exposed to x.

There is a disposition that stands to H as an anti-feature stands to a feature, name-
ly:

NH: the disposition toward not developing a headache when exposed to x.

One cannot possess both dispositions, but one might lack both because one’s 
tendency to develop headaches is unrelated to one’s exposure to x. Thus, the 
concept of hensitivity is trivalent. One is hensitive toward x if one possesses the 
feature H, unhensitive if one possesses its anti-feature NH, and neither if one lacks 
both. As in the case of opposition, that the concept of hensitivity is trivalent en-
tails that being unhensitive is distinct from not being hensitive and incompatible 
with being hensitive. But it is not plausible to take it that hensitivity and unhen-
sitivity are inconsistent. If Marie is hensitive toward paint and Angela is unhen-
sitive toward it, we would not want to say that Marie’s hensitivity is inconsistent 
with Angela’s unhensitivity in the way in which Marie’s belief that snow is white 
and Angela’s belief that it is not white are inconsistent. In Gibbard’s terminology, 
in the hensitivity case there is a difference between Marie and Angela, but they 
do not appear in virtue of this difference to be disagreeing with each other. The 
example of hensitivity shows that trivalence does not guarantee inconsistency.

Thus, the fact that the concept of opposition is trivalent only goes so far in 

11 Gibbard, Thinking How to Live, 60–68.
12 Dreier, “Expressivist Embeddings and Minimalist Truth”; Gibbard, Thinking How to Live, 65.
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solving the negation problem. Establishing trivalence establishes that being un-
opposed is distinct from simply being not opposed, but it does not establish 
that it is inconsistent with being opposed. An additional argument is needed to 
establish this second claim. Of course, the nature of this additional argument 
depends on how the attitude of unopposition is specified. Horgan and Tim-
mons offer one proposal for doing so, though they allow for the possibility of 
others.13 Their proposal appeals to motivated dispositions, which are dispositions 

“to behave-in-a-specific-way-for-a-specific-reason.”14 For Horgan and Timmons, 
Marie’s opposition to stealing constitutively involves her possessing certain mo-
tivated dispositions concerning particular acts of stealing, such as

D: the disposition toward [refraining from taking candy from children be-
cause doing so is an act of stealing].15

For Marie to be unopposed to stealing involves her constitutively possessing the 
corresponding negative dispositions, such as

ND: the disposition toward not [refraining from taking candy from chil-
dren because doing so is an act of stealing].

Note that the fact that Marie possesses ND does not entail that Marie is disposed 
to take candy from children. According to the account of Horgan and Timmons, 
Marie can still be disposed to refrain from stealing candy from children so long 
as she is not disposed to refrain because it is an act of stealing.16 She might be 
disposed to refrain from taking candy from children because it makes them cry. 
Also note that, while Marie cannot instantiate both D and ND, she might instan-
tiate neither because she has no relevant motivated dispositions.17 Thus, Marie 
cannot be both opposed to and unopposed to stealing, but she might be neither. 
So understood, the attitude of unopposition stands to the attitude of opposition 
as an anti-feature stands to a feature.

Given this account, explaining why opposition is inconsistent with unoppo-
sition requires explaining, for example, why Marie’s disposition D is inconsistent 
with, say, Angela’s disposition ND in the way in which Marie’s belief that p and 
Angela’s belief that ~p are. If Marie opposes stealing while Angela is unopposed, 
they have different and incompatible motivated dispositions—such as D and ND—
but, in virtue of this, do they count as disagreeing with each other? As the ex-

13 Horgan and Timmons, “Expressivism and Contrary-Forming Negation,” 100.
14 Horgan and Timmons, “Expressivism and Contrary-Forming Negation,” 100.
15 Horgan and Timmons, “Expressivism and Contrary-Forming Negation,” 101–2.
16 Horgan and Timmons, “Expressivism and Contrary-Forming Negation,” 100.
17 Horgan and Timmons, “Expressivism and Contrary-Forming Negation,” 101.
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ample of hensitivity shows, that the concept of opposition is trivalent does not 
settle this question. Further argument is needed. For example, expressivists pur-
suing this line might borrow from Schroeder’s proposed solution to the negation 
problem. It appeals to the notion of an inconsistency-transmitting attitude, where 
an attitude is inconsistency-transmitting just in case an instance of it directed to-
ward a content x is inconsistent with an instance directed toward an inconsistent 
content.18 Belief is an uncontroversial example of an inconsistency-transmitting 
attitude. Schroeder thinks expressivists may assume there are other inconsisten-
cy-transmitting attitudes.19 If D and ND—which have inconsistent contents—
are two instances of an inconsistency-transmitting attitude, then this would ex-
plain why opposition and unopposition are inconsistent. Unfortunately, it is not 
clear that motivated disposition is an inconsistency-transmitting attitude, since, 
in general, disposition is not, as the discussion of hensitivity demonstrates.

Note that the claim here is not that it is impossible to argue that opposition 
and unopposition are inconsistent in the relevant sense. (Perhaps motivated 
disposition is an inconsistency-transmitting attitude even though disposition in 
general is not.) Rather, the claim is that Horgan and Timmons have failed to 
provide such an argument. This failure may be due to a failure to distinguish be-
tween an agent instantiating an attitude and the attitude itself. For example, the 
failure to distinguish between the members of the following pairs:

(1) Marie opposes x.
(1a) The attitude of opposing x 

(2) Marie is unopposed toward x.
(2a) The attitude of being unopposed toward x.

Horgan and Timmons have an explanation of why (1) and (2) are inconsistent—
namely, that on their account opposition and unopposition are incompatible. 
But that explanation is not an explanation of the inconsistency of (1a) and (2a). 
And Horgan and Timmons need an explanation of that to completely solve the 
negation problem.

North Carolina State University
robert_mabrito@ncsu.edu

18 Schroeder, Being For, 43.
19 Schroeder, Being For, 42–44.
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ARE MORAL ERROR THEORISTS 
INTELLECTUALLY VICIOUS?

Stephen Ingram

harging other people with intellectual vice is an important part of 
human life. One journalist might accuse another of being a narrow-mind-
ed conspiracy theorist, for example, or a lecturer might accuse her stu-

dent of being intellectually lazy when he once again fails to do the required read-
ing. We make “epistemic vice-charges,” as Kidd calls them, for various reasons.1 
Ideally, they can improve our dialectical situation by identifying, explaining, 
evaluating, and correcting bad epistemic activity. Less nobly, they can be used 
to stain a rival’s reputation, or to make laypersons doubt an expert’s testimo-
ny. Kidd distinguishes robust and rhetorical vice-charges.2 In rhetorical cases, 
one agent negatively evaluates another but cannot “elaborate or ‘unpack’ the 
charge . . . by explaining the reasoning that supports the negative judgment.”3 A 
rhetorical charge lacks epistemic force. Even if it is widely endorsed, without 
evidence to back it up it is indistinguishable from arbitrary name calling, and 
thus cannot advance a debate in an epistemically admissible way. But if a charge 
receives adequate evidential support it becomes robust, has real dialectical force, 
and can play a role in epistemic life. 

Kyriacou suggests that we might need to issue an epistemic vice-charge 
against moral error theorists.4 He says this in response to an objection I make 
against the “moral fixed points view” defended by Cuneo and Shafer-Landau.5 
This paper replies to Kyriacou. I show that there is little hope of making his vice-
charge robust enough to vindicate the moral fixed points view. I begin with a 
brief overview of the debate. I then develop Kyriacou’s charge, before arguing 
that it fails to vindicate the moral fixed points view.

1 Kidd, “Charging Others with Epistemic Vice.”
2 Kidd, “Charging Others with Epistemic Vice,” 183–84.
3 Kidd, “Charging Others with Epistemic Vice,” 183.
4 Kyriacou, “Moral Fixed Points and Conceptual Deficiency: Reply to Ingram.”
5 Ingram, “The Moral Fixed Points”; Cuneo and Shafer-Landau, “The Moral Fixed Points.”
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1. Background

Cuneo and Shafer-Landau recommend that moral non-naturalists accept the 
following:

There are non-natural moral truths. These truths include the moral fixed 
points, which are a species of conceptual truth, as they are propositions 
that are true in virtue of the essences of their constituent concepts.6

A representative example of a moral fixed point (MFP) is the following:

A: It is wrong to engage in the recreational slaughter of a fellow person. 

Cuneo and Shafer-Landau suggest that the essences of the concepts WRONG and 
RECREATIONAL SLAUGHTER OF A FELLOW PERSON are such that, when some-
thing satisfies the latter concept, it also satisfies the former.

I discuss putative attractions of this view below, but note first that it has the 
following entailment: anyone who denies an MFP is not just morally mistaken, but 
conceptually deficient. This includes error theorists, who hold that all of moral 
discourse is in error. Of course, to say that error theorists are conceptually defi-
cient is not to say that they are metaethically flat-footed. Cuneo and Shafer-Lan-
dau make the subtler and more charitable claim that error theorists are misled as 
to what is implied by the content of their moral concepts. What misleads them, 
according to Cuneo and Shafer-Landau, is a suspect methodology. Specifically, 
one that involves “rejecting highly evident first-order moral propositions . . . on 
the basis of either highly controversial metaethical claims, or speculative em-
pirical claims.”7 This supposedly underwrites the claim that error theorists are 
conceptually deficient. Not everyone is convinced, however. In earlier work I 
have argued that, when we examine the error theorist’s method carefully, it is not 
clear what exactly is wrong with it.8

More specifically, I argued that the error theorist uses a standard philosophi-
cal methodology—roughly, a four-stage process of theory development:

(1) Get your intuitions in order. Scrutinise them, make them cohere, etc.

(2) Develop a theory that, if true, vindicates your intuitions. Test it against 
standard criteria. If it passes, accept the theory. If it fails, move to (3).

6 Cuneo and Shafer-Landau, “The Moral Fixed Points,” 411–12.
7 Cuneo and Shafer-Landau, “The Moral Fixed Points,” 438.
8 Ingram, “The Moral Fixed Points,” 4.
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(3) Revise your theory. If it still fails after you have considered all avail-
able revisions, move to (4).

(4) Accept that your intuitions were in error, and explain this error.

My suggestion was that error theorists operate in this familiar and apparently 
legitimate way. So, even if error theory is false, Cuneo and Shafer-Landau cannot 
ascribe conceptual deficiency to error theorists on the basis that they are misled 
by their method. Kyriacou, however, thinks that Cuneo and Shafer-Landau’s view 
can be improved. 

2. Kyriacou’s Vice-Charge

Kyriacou proposes diagnosing the conceptual deficiency within a virtue-theoretic 
framework. The central idea is that virtues can dispose us to mastery of moral 
concepts, while vices can dispose us to conceptual deficiency. One way to de-
velop this is to say that those who deny the MFPs do so because they are morally 
vicious. Their callous and sadistic character “induces some conceptual deficien-
cy and moral blindness.”9 But that line of thought will not wash—the error theo-
rists I know are lovely, not callous or sadistic at all. (Some of my best friends are 
error theorists!) For this sort of reason, Kyriacou suggests that error theorists do 
have an intuitive grasp of the MFPs when engaging in first-order moral thought.10 
However, at the second-order metaethical level, they resist recognizing them as 
conceptual truths.

So, strictly speaking, error theorists should be accused of meta-conceptual 
deficiency. Kyriacou holds that, to support this, we should argue that error the-
orists are “not sufficiently virtuous in the relevant intellectual respects.”11 He sub-
mits that error theorists are blinded by “a stubborn and narrow-minded insistence 
on the suspect philosophical methodology of strong reductionist naturalism 
that values ontological parsimony over and above the value of saving the phe-
nomena.”12 If this is right, it can underwrite the accusation of meta-conceptual 
deficiency. This would undercut my objection, vindicating the MFP view.

Kyriacou acknowledges that more work needs to be done to develop his 
suggested vice-charge. I do some of that work here, for it is necessary for the 
task of evaluating the prospects of making the charge robust. This matters, for if 
the charge remains rhetorical—that is, if it continues to lack adequate eviden-

9 Kyriacou, “Moral Fixed Points and Conceptual Deficiency,” 4.
10 Kyriacou, “Moral Fixed Points and Conceptual Deficiency,” 5.
11 Kyriacou, “Moral Fixed Points and Conceptual Deficiency,” 5.
12 Kyriacou, “Moral Fixed Points and Conceptual Deficiency,” 6, emphasis added.
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tial support—then it will possess no more epistemic force than arbitrary name 
calling. I focus on the charge of narrow-mindedness, for if error theorists are 
narrow-minded and stubborn then the latter is likely due to the former. I also 
read the charge charitably as targeting a “local” rather than a “global” vice.13 That 
is, instead of asking whether error theorists have a narrow-minded psychological 
profile in most or all (trait-relevant) contexts—something that would be very 
hard to establish—I instead evaluate the claim that they are narrow-minded in 
some relevantly localized range of contexts.

Indeed, what Kyriacou seems to have in mind are contexts relating to the 
methodology of “strong reductionist naturalism.” So, let us say that the local 
vice-charge is that error theorists are narrow-minded-about-naturalism. This is 
what explains their meta-conceptual deficiency. To see what this amounts to, 
consider what is involved in narrow-mindedness for any given domain.

On one influential view, open-mindedness involves being motivated to be 
“receptive to new ideas and arguments even when they conflict with one’s own 
in order to ultimately get knowledge.”14 Being “receptive” to such ideas involves 
being willing and able to examine them without prejudice, without letting parti-
san commitments undercut conscientious inquiry. Correspondingly, then, nar-
row-mindedness involves failure or refusal to explore ideas or arguments that 
conflict with one’s own, or else a prejudicial exploration of them. 

It is worth introducing a nuance here. Philosophers often use “narrow-mind-
ed” and “dogmatic” interchangeably, and this reflects part of ordinary discourse. 
But we often reserve “dogmatic” for an extreme form of narrow-mindedness 
seen in those who are fanatically devoted to a doctrine—those who fail to recep-
tively entertain rival ideas because they are in the grip of a worldview that seems 
unarguable to them. This fanaticism does not always apply to those we call nar-
row-minded. Those who find a view they like and fail to receptively entertain its 
rivals (where this is due to the fact that they already have a view they like) differ 
from those who are devoted to a worldview, and who are thus hostile to rival ideas, 
and attempt to repudiate them. 

For example, consider (1) a fascist who feels a need to burn books that es-
pouse rival ideas, and (2) someone who has no desire to view sources of news 
other than The Daily Mail because they like what they read there, but who also 
feels no deep loyalty to that paper and is indifferent to where others get their 
news. Both are narrow-minded, but in comparing them I am inclined to reserve 
the charge of “dogmatism” for (1). On this use of terms, which reflects part of 
ordinary language, dogmatism entails narrow-mindedness but not vice versa. In 

13 Cf. Doris, Lack of Character, 62–66.
14 Zagzebski, Virtues of the Mind, 269.
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short, in some contexts we reserve “dogmatic” for those who are unusually ded-
icated to a worldview.

I note this because it forces us to ask whether error theorists should be 
charged with dogmatic narrow-mindedness. I have never met a book-burning er-
ror theorist—even if they turn out to be dogmatically-narrow-minded-about-nat-
uralism, they will no doubt be at the milder end of the spectrum. But, whether or 
not they are dogmatic in this way, this is what the charge must be. 

To see this, note that their alleged epistemic misconduct is radical. They 
are accused of meta-conceptual deficiency—reflectively resisting conceptual 
truths that they intuitively grasp. If this is underwritten by some form of nar-
row-mindedness, it is the dogmatic form to which we must appeal, for this is 
what it takes to explain why error theorists endorse a theory that conflicts with 
their own intuitions. In theorizing they fail to receptively entertain their own ideas. 
It plausibly takes a deep dedication to naturalism to produce such cognitive 
dissonance. So, the charge should be that error theorists are dogmatically-nar-
row-minded-about-naturalism. This is what explains the meta-conceptual defi-
ciency involved in their denying the MFPs, and gives a way to defend Cuneo and 
Shafer-Landau against my earlier objection. With this charge on the table, we 
can now assess the prospects of making it robust rather than rhetorical. I suggest 
that the prospects are not good.

3. A Robust Charge?

3.1. Intellectual Misconduct

The first thing we have to do to get a robust charge is show that the intellectual 
misconduct that it is invoked to explain and evaluate really is intellectual mis-
conduct. After all, if the error theorist does not misbehave, there is no reason to 
make the charge—no dialectical role for it to play. 

Note that the misconduct here cannot just be that error theorists accept a 
theory that conflicts with their first-order intuitions. For if the theory is correct, 
and the intuitions in error, then this is the right thing to do. So, a robust charge 
will have to show that the putative MFPs really are MFPs, for if this can be reason-
ably rejected then it will be unclear that error theorists err in denying the MFPs, 
and thus that there is intellectual misconduct for the vice-charge to explain. 

We must therefore assess the MFP view’s plausibility. Cuneo and Shafer-Lan-
dau argue that it explains four facts about the claims that they have in mind as 
MFPs: (i) that such claims hold of necessity, (ii) that they fix the boundaries for 
what counts as a moral framework, (iii) that their denial incites bewilderment, 
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and (iv) that they are knowable a priori.15 If this is right, then we have reason 
to call the MFPs conceptual truths, and there is intellectual misconduct to ex-
plain. But the MFP claim is not the only available take on (i)–(iv). Evers and 
Streumer argue that the essences of WRONG and RECREATIONAL SLAUGHTER OF 
A FELLOW PERSON do not make it a conceptual truth that

A: It is wrong to engage in the recreational slaughter of a fellow person.

They suggest that it is only a conceptual truth that 

B: If anything is wrong, it is wrong to engage in the recreational slaughter 
of a fellow person.16 

Evers and Streumer note that this suggests a different way of interpreting (i)–
(iv).17 For instance, if their view is correct, it is only on the condition that A is true 
that it is necessarily true, or knowable a priori. And maybe Olson is right that 
error theory is emotionally difficult to accept—this may be what makes it so 
bewildering and disturbing when the MFPs are denied.18 We might also propose 
that B fixes the boundaries for what can count as a moral framework.

The idea that error theorists err in denying the putative MFPs (and that there 
is thus misconduct to explain) thus relies on the MFP explanation of (i)–(iv) 
being superior to this rival. We must settle the debate in favor of the MFP ex-
planation before the charge can be seen as robust. However, to establish the su-
periority of the MFP explanation would effectively be to establish the MFP view, 
and whether this view is true is just what is at issue in this debate. So, one issue 
for defenders of the vice-charge is that they must find a dialectically appropriate 
way to establish the MFP view in order to show that there is some intellectual 
misconduct to explain. 

3.2. Cross-Situational Consistency

Another, more troubling problem arises from the fact that we can ask whether 
error theorists have the psychological profile involved in being dogmatically-nar-
row-minded-about-naturalism. The best evidence we are likely to get here would 
be their acting similarly viciously in a suitable range of contexts, for this would 
indicate a characterological root from which the behavior springs. If error theo-
rists are dogmatically-narrow-minded-about-naturalism, then it will be any context 
in which naturalism is at stake that is relevant. We can allow that error theorists 

15 Cuneo and Shafer-Landau, “The Moral Fixed Points,” 407–8.
16 Evers and Streumer, “Are the Moral Fixed Points Conceptual Truths?”
17 Evers and Streumer, “Are the Moral Fixed Points Conceptual Truths?” 4n9.
18 Olson, Moral Error Theory, 143.
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might inquire virtuously when participating in a debate in which naturalism is 
not at stake, but the charge commits us to predicting that they are out to defend 
naturalism generally (or that, when they are forced to pick a side in a debate in 
which naturalism is at stake, they seek to defend it and repudiate its rivals). Thus, 
if the error theorist is dogmatically-narrow-minded-about-naturalism, we can ex-
pect them to have naturalistic views on the metaphysics of mind, mathematics, 
and logic, for they will fail to receptively entertain the idea that qualia, numbers, 
and identity (etc.) are non-natural. This is a localized prediction of “cross-situa-
tional consistency.” How plausible is it?

It is true that some moral error theorists have been out to defend naturalism 
generally. Mackie considers whether numbers and identity (etc.) can fit into his 
naturalistic picture, and says that we must “show how, on empiricist foundations, 
we can construct an account of the ideas and beliefs and knowledge that we have 
of all these matters.”19 Of cases for which he had yet to give his own empiricist 
theory, he says: “I can only state my belief that satisfactory accounts of most of 
these can be given in empirical terms,” and that if any should “resist such treat-
ment, then they too should be included, along with objective values, among the 
targets of the argument from queerness.”20 Such remarks show little, however. 
They need not reflect failure to receptively entertain rival ideas, or some broader 
psychological profile.

And, besides, Mackie is just one man. The vice-charge targets error theorists 
as a group. Indeed, it has to do this in order to play the role that Kyriacou has in 
mind for it—namely, to vindicate the MFP view against my objection. I suggested 
that it is implausible that error theorists are conceptually deficient. Kyriacou re-
plied that they plausibly are meta-conceptually deficient, at least once we explain 
how this came to be using a vice-charge. If the charge is to play this dialectical 
role alone, it must apply to all who participate in the relevant intellectual miscon-
duct—to error theorists as a group. This is where issues emerge. There is no nec-
essary connection between (a) the idea that non-natural moral truths are queer 
and (b) an overarching naturalistic worldview.21 That is, even if most actual error 
theorists endorse naturalism, nothing about error theory forces them to do so. We 
can imagine someone who finds irreducible normativity queer and thus believes 
that error theory is true, but who also thinks that qualia are irreducibly non-nat-
ural. Maybe nobody has defended this combination of views, but it is easy to 
imagine someone doing so. Nothing about error theory excludes this possibility.

What might one say to explain the alleged meta-conceptual deficiency of this 

19 Mackie, Ethics, 39.
20 Mackie, Ethics, 39.
21 Cf. Olson, Moral Error Theory, 86. 
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person? A new explanation is needed, for they are engaged in the same activi-
ty as other error theorists, but not because they are dogmatically-narrow-mind-
ed-about-naturalism. We can be certain of this, for they forsake naturalistic views 
of qualia. An obvious reply is to further localize the charge. Instead of saying that 
error theorists are dogmatically-narrow-minded-about-naturalism, perhaps we 
could say that they are dogmatically-narrow-minded-about-metaethics. Someone 
with this vice can inquire viciously on metaethical issues, like the MFPs, without 
this having any bearing on their inquiry about qualia and such. But this does not 
help, for we can imagine error theorists who inquire virtuously in metaethical 
debates that do not bear on their chosen form of error theory. 

Consider someone who says that moral truths would have to be irreducibly 
normative, that irreducible normativity is queer, and that moral discourse is 
thus in error. This form of error theory is compatible with any view of moral 
motivation. Error theorists of this sort might inquire virtuously in debate over 
judgment internalism and externalism, for instance. So, the charge must localize 
further. And we can keep running this line until we reach the charge that er-
ror theorists are dogmatically-narrow-minded-about-moral-error-theory. But there 
are problems with such a narrow charge. First, it is uninformative. When the 
claim was that error theorists are dogmatically-narrow-minded-about-naturalism, 
we made interesting predictions about what they will do when their naturalistic 
worldview is at stake. We cannot say the same if the charge is that they are dog-
matically-narrow-minded-about-moral-error-theory. The prediction in this case 
will be that the moral error theorist will defend moral error theory if it is at stake, 
and that, if she is shown an argument against moral error theory, she will seek to 
reject one of its premises. This prediction is uninteresting; it is what we expect 
of error theorists whether or not they are vicious. 

Second, such a charge does not identify a vice. Local traits are one thing, but 
this charge is so narrow that the vice is not really an aspect of character. Doris 
does discuss hyper-local traits, but I agree with Cassam that “the sweet spot is 
somewhere between the mythical global traits which demand absolute consis-
tency and ultra-fine-grained, situation-specific local traits which carry no impli-
cations for a person’s conduct other than in a single case.”22 The original charge 
plausibly does lie in the sweet spot but has limited dialectical force. The revised 
charge (that they are dogmatically-narrow-minded-about-moral-error-theory) is 
too localized to pick out a real character trait—something that could play a use-
ful explanatory role.

A related issue with such a narrow charge is that it must be bolstered by a 
story of how the error theorist actually became dogmatically committed to error 

22 Doris, Lack of Character, 66; Cassam, “Vice Epistemology,” 174.
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theory. This is also true of the broader original charge, but getting a plausible 
story here is easy—for instance, we might say that error theorists are impressed 
(as many are) by the success of the natural sciences. But, having abandoned the 
original charge for the hyper-localized one, we must now ask how they came to 
this very specific vice-trait. And this is a harder task. Kyriacou suggests that the 
error theorist suffers from “theory-induced blindness.”23 This might explain why 
they have a hyper-localized vice of being dogmatically-narrow-minded-about-mor-
al-error-theory. However, not everyone with a theory also has theory-induced 
blindness, so we need to explain why this afflicts error theorists in particular. 
Otherwise the debate will descend into “an interminable exchange of charge and 
countercharge,” with error theorists accusing non-naturalists of having a theo-
ry-induced blindness that has led them to become dogmatically-narrow-mind-
ed-about-non-naturalism.24 Maybe it is doable, but it is a high hurdle to jump.

It is worth emphasizing that, even if the original charge were to succeed for 
every actual error theorist, the issue raised here still emerges. The point of Kyri-
acou’s vice-charge was to explain the error theorist’s alleged intellectual miscon-
duct. If such misconduct can in principle occur without this vice, as it evidently 
can, then some other explanation—whether a narrower vice-charge or some-
thing else entirely—will be needed to supplement or refine the original charge. 

4. Conclusion

I do not wish to rule out the possibility that such explanations could be given, 
but they would have to survive the sort of reasoning outlined above, at least if we 
wish to make the charge in question robust enough for it to be able to vindicate 
the MFP view. There are major difficulties with identifying a relevant vice-charge 
that can (a) be made robust and (b) play the dialectical role needed to support 
the MFP view. So, without a robust charge the MFP view remains in trouble, for 
its prima facie implausible commitment—that error theorists are conceptually 
(or meta-conceptually) deficient—has yet to be made plausible. Until plausible 
diagnoses of this intellectual misconduct can be given, we must reject this com-
mitment, and the MFP view with it.25
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23 Cf. Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow.
24 Kidd, “Charging Others with Epistemic Vice,” 184.
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