Ethical concepts are, or purport to be, normative. They
make claims on us: they command, oblige, recommend, or
guide. Or at least when we invoke them, we make claims on
one another. But where does their authority over us — or ours
over one another — come from? Christine Korsgaard
identifies four accounts of the source of normativity that
have been advocated by modern moral philosophers:
voluntarism, realism, reflective endorsement, and the appeal
to autonomy. She traces their history, showing how each
developed in response to the prior one and comparing their
early versions with those on the contemporary philosophical
scene. Kant’s theory that normativity springs from our own
autonomy emerges as a synthesis of the other three, and
Korsgaard concludes with her own modified version of the
Kantian account. Her discussion is followed by commentary
from G. A. Cohen, Raymond Geuss, Thomas Nagel, and
Bernard Williams, and a reply by Korsgaard. There is an
introduction by Onora O’Neill.
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Introduction
Onora O’Neill

Normativity pervades our lives. We not merely have beliefs: we
claim that we and others ought to hold certain beliefs. We not
merely have desires: we claim that we and others ought to act on
some of them, but not on others. We assume that what somebody
believes or does may be judged reasonable or unreasonable, right
or wrong, good or bad, that it is answerable to standards or norms.
So far, so commonplace; but we have only to go a little further to
find ourselves on the high seas of moral philosophy.

We will find ourselves at sea because there is huge disagreement
about the source and the authority of norms on which we all con-
stantly rely. The Tanner Lectures provide an outstanding opportu-
nity to address and discuss such fundamental ethical questions.
Thanks to the generous support of the Tanner Trustees, Tanner
Lectures on Human Values are given at a total of eight different
universities each year. The 1992 Tanner Lectures in Cambridge
were given by Christine Korsgaard. Her lectures were followed by
comments by G. A. Cohen, Raymond Geuss, Thomas Nagel, and
Bernard Williams, and by extended and thoughtful discussion by
a large audience. Thanks to the President and Fellows of Clare
Hall, the occasion was congenial as well as invigorating. Since then
texts have been exchanged, revised and refined and Christine
Korsgaard has added a reply to her commentators. Needless to say,
no unanimity has been achieved, but a vigorous approach to a set
of topics that are central for ethics has been proposed, explored,
and criticised.

The grasp of normativity which Christine Korsgaard seeks is
practical, in two distinct senses. In the first place she is not looking
for explanation, for a sociology of knowledge or a genealogy of

X1



xii Introduction

morals, but for a grasp of ways in which normative claims may be
vindicated. Secondly, she is principally interested in normative
claims that are relevant to action rather than knowledge, and in
particular in the normative claims of morality.

The normative claims of morality have acquired an unsavoury
reputation. Obligations are accused of being constraining and for-
bidding, even repellent and corrupting. This image of morality was
perfected by Nietzsche and is kept in good working order by many
critics of ‘modern moral philosophy’, most of whom prefer the
more attractive aspects of the ethical life — virtues and relation-
ships, passions and affections. But normativity, as Korsgaard pre-
sents it, 1s not confined to principles and obligations. It is pervasive.
Goodness and virtue too imply norms, to which we may or may not
live up.

Korsgaard enters these contested waters briskly and boldly, and
dispatches versions of some of the leading accounts of normativity
in the first lecture. Voluntarisms will not do the job, unless there are
authoritative legislators — which cannot be shown unless we
already have an account of the source of some authoritative
norms. Realisms, will not do the job, unless they can show that
some actions, duties, or ends are intrinsically necessary. As
Korsgaard sees it, the normative question slips through our fingers
if we rely on these approaches.

The second lecture discusses attempts to locate normativity
within rather than beyond human activity. Korsgaard discusses the
positions of Hume, Mill, and Bernard Williams, then moves on to
the strong claim that a Kantian position provides the best hope of
locating the sources of normativity within human life. The crucial
advance in all these writers depends on their recognition that
human beings reflect, in the sense that they think about their own
beliefs and desires, roles and traditions. Some of these they may
accept upon reflection; others they may reject upon reflection. If
reflection is the source of normativity, Korsgaard must show why
reflective responses to some desires, intentions, or plans have nor-
mative force, so can be used to show that certain sorts of action are
required. How can reflective responses, and in particular reflective
endorsement, provide or constitute norms?

Korsgaard concludes that many sorts of reflective endorsement
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cannot. Some sorts of reflection may endorse actual beliefs or
desires, but hardly vindicate them. For example, if a desire is
endorsed only in the sense that its possession is the object of a
second order desire, then it may become a stable aspect of charac-
ter, but its normativity remains in doubt. So it is important to dis-
tinguish between different types of reflective scrutiny.

Some sorts of reflective scrutiny may be thought of as applying
the norms of roles, as when somebody asks himself whether he
may act in a certain way in his capacity as teacher, as nurse, as
father. Such scrutiny tests action against received standards and
norms. The actions that are endorsed as a result of this sort of
reflective scrutiny presuppose rather than vindicate whatever
norms are embedded in those roles. On Korsgaard’s view there are
analogous difficulties in some other sorts of reflective endorse-
ment. For example, the Humean variety of reflective endorsement
is iInadequate ‘the fact that we disapprove of injustice. . .can hardly
be offered as a reason for endorsing our own disapproval of injus-
tice’, and she finds the versions of reflective endorsement that she
reads into Mill and in Williams no more convincing.

However, Korsgaard has more time for reflective endorsement
than her initial comments suggest. In particular she holds that
there is a type of reflective scrutiny which can be used to discrimi-
nate morally acceptable from unacceptable ways of acting and
living, and which constitutes a significant source of normativity.
This more significant sort of reflective scrutiny is provided by using
the Kantian test, as when somebody asks himself whether he can
act on certain maxims (principles, intentions, projects) regardless of
his particular roles, desires, etc., or, equivalently, whether those
maxims could be universally adopted. In this case reflection does
not invoke any ‘external’ or ‘alien’ considerations, such as the
norms of roles or of traditions, state or other powers, or the current
desires of those involved, which themselves demand further justifi-
cation.

Kantian reflective scrutiny rejects any maxims which cannot be
willed as universal laws. The rejection of those maxims identifies
certain constraints from which it is possible to construct obligations
or norms for all, rather than only for those who occupy certain
roles or have certain desires. This sort of reflective endorsement is
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unlike others, in that it does not presuppose the prior justification
of specific norms or desires. It will, Kant holds, be the appropriate
sort of reflective scrutiny for identifying moral principles.

The only obligations to which this Kantian procedure can point
are requirements not to act on maxims which cannot be universally
adopted. Korsgaard’s claim (which she does not develop in this
work, but has discussed in earlier essays) s that if maxims which
cannot survive this sort of reflective scrutiny — which cannot be
willed as universal laws — are rejected, there will be constraints
enough to elaborate a substantial account of obligations for all,
regardless of particular roles or desires. Reflexivity of this sort pro-
vides a vindicable source of normativity not because some desire
(say, the strongest) endorses another, or because some norm (say,
that of a role) endorses some action, but because reflection reveals
that some maxims can be principles for all, and others cannot.

An alternative way of looking at Kantian reflective scrutiny is to
see it as asking whether adopting some maxim (intentions, princi-
ple, plan of action) can be seen as autonomous, that is as ‘self-legis-
lated’. ‘Self-legislated’ principles do not depend on appealing to
the standards or norms of some arbitrary ‘authority’ (desire or tra-
dition, Church or state); ‘other legislated’ principles invoke these
spurious ‘authorities’. The Kantian conception of autonomy or
self-legislation is not that of some privileged expression of the self
(the ‘existentialist’ misunderstanding of Kantianism); it is simply
the obverse of the Kantian conception of heteronomy, which is a
matter of relying on the law of another ‘authority’, which itself
stands in need of; so cannot confer, vindication.

Korsgaard notes that the Kantian approach leaves it unclear
what the scope of universal laws must be, and makes the partly
unKantian suggestion that this must be settled by considering an
agent’s practical wentity. Practical identities are those under which
we act: as a member of a family, or of a community, as a citizen, or
as a Member of the Kingdom of Ends. Human beings cannot live
without some practical sense of identity; and (if Korsgaard is right)
they cannot now get far without conceiving themselves as
Members of the Kingdom of Ends. In acting with the practical
identity of a Member of the Kingdom of Ends the forms of nor-
mativity that can be vindicated will correspond in scope as well as
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in form to the moral obligations which have traditionally been seen
as endorsed by Kantian reflection.

There are plenty of strong claims and vigorous arguments here,
and plenty of interesting suggestions about ways to read the history
of ethics and about current controversies. Inevitably Korsgaard’s
commentators locate much to question and to disagree with. But
over one matter there is no disagreement: few issues are more
central to an adequate account of ethics as a whole than a convinc-
ing account of the sources of normativity.

Newnham College, Cambridge
1995






PROLOGUE

Excellence and obligation
avery concise lustory of western metaphysics
387BCt0 1887 4D

Christine Korsgaard

One should guard against thinking lightly of [the bad con-
science] merely on account of its initial painfulness and ugli-
ness. For fundamentally it is the same active force that is at
work on a grander scale in those artists of violence and
organizers who build states . . . only here the material upon
which the form-giving and ravishing nature of this force
vents itself is man himself, his whole ancient animal self . . .
This secret self-ravishment, this artists’ cruelty, this delight in
imposing a form upon oneself as a hard, recalcitrant, suffer-
ing material and of burning in a will . . . as the womb of all
ideal and imaginative phenomena, also brought to light an
abundance of strange new beauty and affirmation.

Nietzsche!

It is the most striking fact about human life that we have values. We
think of ways that things could be better, more perfect, and so of
course different, than they are; and of ways that we ourselves could
be better, more perfect, and so of course different, than we are.
Why should this be so? Where do we get these ideas that outstrip
the world we experience and seem to call it into question, to render
Jjudgment on it, to say that it does not measure up, that it is not what
it ought to be? Clearly we do not get them from experience, at least
not by any simple route. And it is puzzling too that these ideas of a
world different from our own call out to us, telling us that things
should be like them rather than the way they are, and that we
should make them so.

Plato became Plato when Socrates made him see the problem.

! The Genealogy of Morals, 1117, p. 86.

1



2 CHRISTINE KORSGAARD

In the Phedo he asks: why do we say that the two sticks are ‘not
exactly equal?’? Instead of seeing two sticks, lying side by side,
that’s that, we see them as if they were attempting something,
endeavouring to be something that they are not. We see them as if
they had in mind a pattern that they were trying to emulate, a
pattern of equality that was calling out to them and saying ‘be like
me!” And if we see them this way then the pattern must be in our
own minds too. You cannot look at two sticks and say: ‘Oh look at
the two sticks, trying and failing to be equal!’ unless your own mind
contains an idea of the equal, which is to say, the perfectly equal.
Plato called such a thing a form, because it serves as a kind of
pattern, and said we must have known them in another world.

The fact of value is a mystery, and philosophers have been trying
to solve it ever since. But it is essential to see that during the transi-
tion from the ancient to the modern world a revolution has taken
place — in the full sense of that resonant word. The world has been
turned upside down and inside out, and the problem of value has
become the reverse of what it was before. And here is why:

Plato and Aristotle came to believe that value was more real than
experienced fact, indeed that the real world is, in a way, value itself.
They came to see the world we experience as being, in its very
essence, a world of things that are trying to be much better than
they are, and that really are much better than they seem. It would
be hard to convey this in a few lines to someone unfamiliar with
their metaphysical systems. Plato believed that the essence of a
thing is the form in which it participates. A thing’s true nature and
its perfect nature are one and the same. Form, which is value, is
more real than the things which appear to us to participate in but
fall short of it. Aristotle believed that the actuality of a thing is its
form, which makes it possible for the thing to do what it does and
therefore to be what it is. The reality of a thing is its activity. Form is
more real than the matter, since matter is just the potential for
form, the possibility of acting in a certain way.® And yet form is also
perfection. For Plato and Aristotle, being guided by value is a
matter of being guided by the way things ultimately are.

? Phedo 74—76, pp. 56-58.
3 Here I have in mind Metaphysics vt (Hy-1x (©) especially.
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In ethics, this way of viewing the world leads to what we might
call the idea of excellence. Being guided by the way things really
are is, in this case, being guided by the way you really are. The form
of a thing is its perfection, but it is also what enables the thing to be
what it is. So the endeavour to realize perfection is just the endeav-
our to be what you are — to be good at being what you are. And so the
ancients thought of human virtue as a kind of excelling, of excel-
lence.

Now the revolution I’'m talking about happened gradually, but
the seeds of it were already present in what Plato and Aristotle
thought. For after all, even in this world of value, this world in
which the real was the good, something has to have been amiss. For
things at least look to us as if they are pretty imperfect. If all things
are striving for perfection, why do they fail? What holds them
back? What could? Plato, I believe, thought that the problem was
in us, that sense experience itself was a kind of illusion, or perhaps
that the badness of the world was an illusion produced by the per-
spective of sense. And because the problem was in us, he put forth,
in the Phedrus, a doctrine of the Fall.* But like his Christian follow-
ers, he had to leave it as a mystery; he could give no real explana-
tion of why we fell. Aristotle didn’t give an explanation either, but
he gave the problem a name: Aple, matter. The form of thing is its
perfection, but if a thing doesn’t reach its perfect form then ulti-
mately it 1s because there is some reluctance, some recalcitrance,
some resistance in its matter: the matter refuses, so to speak, to take
the form.

I’'m not sure about Plato. But at least in ethics, Aristotle doesn’t
seem to have made much of the problem. A well-brought up
person would not need to have excellence forced upon him — he
would move naturally towards the achievement of his perfect form.
Indeed what I've just said is a tautology, a sort of definition of ‘well-
brought up’. In Greek thought, becoming excellent is as natural as
growing up. We need to learn virtue; but it is as we learn language,
because we are human and that is our nature. But what about those
who are not well-brought up, or perhaps have the sort of native
material defects that at their worst make a person a natural slave?

¥ Phedrus 246-249, pp- 493-496.
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Aristotle isn’t much interested in them in the Mcomachean Ethics, but
they do come up, in the very last section of the book. And Aristotle
suggests that in this case there is a remedy: it is law.

As its detractors love to point out, the idea of obligation is natu-
rally associated with the idea of law. And obligation differs from
excellence in an important way. When we seek excellence, the force
that value exerts upon us is attractive; when we are obligated, it is
compulsive. For obligation is the imposition of value on a reluc-
tant, recalcitrant, resistant matter. Obligation is the compulsive
power of form. Excellence is natural; but obligation — as Nietzsche
says in the passage I have quoted — is the work of art.

This is why in the Christian era, obligation began to play a
greater role in moral thought than it had done before. For then we
turned our attention to the problem of fallen humanity, and we saw
that the fallen human being is a reluctant, recalcitrant, resistant
matter. For the Christian thinkers, we, humanity, are what is wrong
with the world. We are the reason why the world, being good, is yet
not good; we are the resistant matter; in a sense we are matter itself.
(Think of Christian horror of the body, of our material nature.) In
Augustine’s hands the Form of the Good is transformed into a
person, a lawgiver, God, whose business is to impose excellence on
a reluctant, recalcitrant, resistant humanity. Why we were this way
of course remained a mystery, the mystery of the Fall. But the
upshot was that we became obligated.

The enemies of obligation think that now that God is dead, or
anyway not the source of ethics, we can dispense with obligation,
or put it back into its proper place, the sphere of justice and con-
tract, where ethics naturally shares a border with the law. For the
rest, we can go back to an ethics of excellence alone. But the death
of God did not put us back into Plato and Aristotle’s world. For in
the meantime the revolution has completed itself. We no longer
think that we are what’s wrong with the world. We are no longer at
all puzzled about why the world, being good, is yet not good.
Because for us, the world is no longer first and foremost form. It is
matter. This is what I mean when I say that there has been a revolu-
tion, and that the world has been turned inside out. The real is no
longer the good. For us, reality is something Aard, something which
resists reason and value, something which is recalcitrant to form.
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If the real and the good are no longer one, value must find its
way into the world somehow. Form must be imposed on the world
of matter. This is the work of art, the work of obligation, and it
brings us back to Kant. And this is what we should expect. For it
was Kant who completed the revolution, when he said that reason
—which is form —isn’t in the world, but is something that we impose
upon it. The ethics of autonomy is the only one consistent with the
metaphysics of the modern world, and the ethics of autonomy is
an ethics of obligation. :

And Nietzsche was right when he warned the enemies of obliga-
tion not to think of it lightly because it was born in pain and ugli-
ness. Obligation is what makes us human. Or anyway, so I will

argue.






LECTURE 1

The normative question

Christine Korsgaard

Do not merely show us by argument that justice is superior to

injustice, but make clear to us what each in and of itself does

to its possessor, whereby the one is evil and the other good.
Plato!

INTRODUCTION

I.I1.1.

In 1625, in his book On the Law of War and Peace, Hugo Grotius
asserted that human beings would have obligations ‘even if we
should concede that which cannot be conceded without the utmost
wickedness, that there is no God, or that the affairs of men are of
no concern to Him’.2 But two of his followers, Thomas Hobbes
and Samuel Pufendorf, thought that Grotius was wrong.®* However
socially useful moral conduct might be, they argued, it is not really
obligatory unless some sovereign authority, backed by the power of
sanctions, lays it down as the law. Others in turn disagreed with
them, and so the argument began.

Ever since then, modern moral philosophers have been engaged
in a debate about the ‘foundations’ of morality. We need to be
shown, it is often urged, that morality is ‘real’ or ‘objective’. The

! Plato, Republic 11, 367b, p. 613.

2 Grotius, On the Law of War and Peace. Schneewind 1, p. g2. I owe a great debt to Jerome
Schneewind for drawing my attention to this stretch of the historical debate, and espe-
cially for encouraging me to read Pufendorf.

* See Hobbes, especially Leathan (1651), and Pufendorf, On the Law of Nature and Of Nations
(1672) and On the Duty of Man and Citizen According to Natural Law (1673). More detailed refer-
ences will be given in the discussion that follows.

7



8 CHRISTINE KORSGAARD

early rationalists, Samuel Clarke and Richard Price, thought that
they knew exactly what they meant by this.* Hobbes had said that
there is no right or wrong in the state of nature, and to them, this
meant that rightness is mere invention or convention, not some-
thing real.” Hobbes meant that individuals are not obligated to
obey the laws of social cooperation in the absence of a sovereign
who can impose them on everyone.® But the rationalists took him
to mean what Bernard Mandeville had later ironically asserted:
that virtue is just an invention of politicians, used to keep their
human cattle in line.

But what exactly is the problem with that? Showing that some-
thing is an invention is not a way of showing that it is not real.
Moral standards exist, one might reply, in the only way standards
of conduct can exist: people believe in such standards and therefore
regulate their conduct in accordance with them. Nor are these facts
difficult to explain. We all know in a general way how and why we
were taught to follow moral rules, and that it would be impossible
for us to get on together if we didn’t do something along these lines.
We are social animals, so probably the whole thing has a biological
basis. So what’s missing here, that makes us seek a philosophical
‘foundation’?

The answer lies in the fact that ethical standards are normative.
They do not merely describe a way in which we in fact regulate our
conduct. They make claims on us; they command, oblige, recom-
mend, or guide. Or at least, when we invoke them, we make claims
on one another.® When I say that an action is right I am saying that
you ought to do it; when I say that something is:good I am recom-

-

See Clarke, A Discourse Concerning the Unchangeable Obligations of Natural Religion, and the Truth
and Certainty of the Christian Revelation. The Boyle Lectures 1705, and Price, A Review of the
Principal Questions in Morals (1758). More detailed references will be given in the discussion
that follows.

Hobbes, Leviathan, 1.13,p.go.  ® Hobbes, Levaithan, 115, p. 110 .

See Mandeville, The Fable of the Bees: or, Private Vices, Public Benefits, especially the section ‘An
Enquiry into the Origin of Moral Virtue’, pp. 41—57. Mandeville himself denied that he
meant either that virtue is unreal or that it is not worth having. See for instance ‘A
Vindication of the Book’, pp. 384ff;; and also An Enquiry into the Ongin of Honor, in
Schneewind 1, pp. 396—398.

For this thought see Kant, Crifigue of Judgment, especially part 1, division 1, book 1, “The
Analytic of the Beautiful’. Kant argues that when we judge something beautiful we not
only take pleasure in it, but demand that everyone do so.

~ o
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mending it as worthy of your choice. The same is true of the other
concepts for which we seek philosophical foundations. Concepts -
like knowledge, beauty, and meaning, as well as virtue and justice,
all have a normative dimension, for they tell us what to think, what
to like, what to say, what to do, and what to be. And it is the force of
these normative claims — the right of these concepts to give laws to
us — that we want to understand.

And in ethics, the question can become urgent, for the day will
come, for most of us, when what morality commands, obliges, or
recommends is kard: that we share decisions with people whose
intelligence or integrity don’t inspire our confidence; that we
assume grave responsibilities to which we feel inadequate; that we
sacrifice our lives, or voluntarily relinquish what makes them sweet.
And then the question — why? — will press, and rightly so. Why
should I be moral? This is not, as H. A. Prichard supposed, a mis-
guided request for a demonstration that morality is in our interest
(although that may be one answer to the question).” It is a call for
philosophy, the examination of life. Even those who are convinced
that ‘it is right’ must be in itself a sufficient reason for action may
request an account of rightness which this conviction will survive.
The trouble with a view like Mandeville’s is not that it is not a rea-
sonable explanation of how moral practices came about, but
rather that our commitment to these practices would not survive
our belief that it was true.'® Why give up your heart’s desire, just
because some politician wants to keep you in line? When we seek a
philosophical foundation for morality we are not looking: merely
for an explanation of moral practices. We are asking what justifies

¥ Prichard, ‘Does Moral Philosophy Rest on a Mistake?” and ‘Duty and Interest’.
Prichard’s argument is discussed in detail below.

'® Actually, as Hume and Hutcheson both argued, there are also problems about the
explanatory adequacy of Mandeville’s view. Neither Hume nor Hutcheson names
Mandeville, but that he is their target is clear. Mandeville had suggested that politicians
create the desire to be virtuous by praising virtue, and so by appealing to our pride. Hume
and Hutcheson’s answer is that if there were not a basis in human nature for the pleasure
we take in being praised for our character and actions, the ideal of virtue could neither be
made intelligible to nor motivate us. Politicians might turn the ideal of virtue to their own
use but could not conceivably have invented it from whole cloth and foisted it upon
animals whose only conception of the good is getting what they want. For Hume’s discus-
sion see the Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals, p. 214. For Hutcheson’s see the Inquiry
Concerning the Onginal of our Ideas of Beauty and Virtue, in Raphael 1, p. 291.
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the claims that morality makes on us. This is what I am calling ‘the
normative question’.

THE PROBLEM

r.2.1

Most moral philosophers have aspired to give an account of moral-
ity which will answer the normative question. But the issue of how
normativity can be established has seldom been directly or separ-
ately addressed, as a topic in its own right. My purpose in these lec-
tures will be to do just that; to explore the various ways in which
modern moral philosophers have tried to establish the normativity
of ethics.

Before I begin discussing particular theories, however, I want to
define the normative question a little more clearly, and to show
how it differs from certain other questions with which it is readily
confused. I will therefore begin with a schematic account of the
tasks of moral philosophy, in order t6 show where in its enterprise
the normative question arises. Since many moral philosophers
have not addressed the question directly, it is not always clear what
their answers are. When we want to know what, according to some
philosopher, makes morality normative, this will show us where to
look.

It is obvious that human beings apply ethical concepts — the
concepts of goodness, duty, obligation, virtue, and justice — to
certain states of affairs, actions, properties of actions, and personal
characteristics. The philosopher is, in the first instance, concerned
with three important features of these concepts. First, what exactly
do they mean, or what do they contain: that 1s, how are they to be
analyzed or defined? What is meant by saying something is good,
or right, or a duty? Second, of course, to what do they apply?
Which things are good, and which actions are right or obligatory?
And third, the philosopher wants to know where ethical concepts
come from. How did we come into possession of them, and how
does it come about that we use them? Did we get them from
reason, experience, God, or a prior existence in Plato’s world of
Forms? What features of our minds, or actions, or the world insti-



The normative question 11

gated us to develop these concepts and apply them to actions and
characters? Let me call those three questions — what moral con-
cepts mean or contain, what they apply to, and where they come
from — a theory of moral concepts. In the first instance, then, the
philosopher wants to produce a theory of moral concepts.

Now moral concepts play a practical role in human life, and they
have a quite particular kind of importance. And this shows up in
the fact that on the occasions when we use them we are influenced
in certain practical and psychological ways, both actively and reac-
tively. Let me review some familiar facts: when you think an action
is right, you think you ought to do it —and this consideration at least
frequently provides you with a motive for doing it.'"' Sometimes this
can be a very strong motive. Many people throughout the course of
history have been prepared to die for the sake of doing what they
thought was right, or of avoiding what they thought would be terri-
bly wrong. Similarly, when you think that a characteristic is a virtue
you might aspire to have it, or be ashamed if you don’t. Again this
can be very strong: people’s lives and happiness can be blighted by
the suspicion that they are worthless or unlovely specimens of
humanity. If you think that a characteristic is a vice, you might seri-
ously dislike someone for having it: if it is bad enough, you may
exclude that person from your society. Indeed your whole sense that
another is for you a person, someone with whom you can interact in
characteristically human ways, seems to depend on her having a
certain complement of the moral virtues — at least enough honesty
and integrity so that you are neither a tool in her hands nor she in
yours. And finally, there are the phenomena of reward and punish-
ment. Many people believe that good people or people who do
good things deserve to have good things happen to them and that
bad people or people who do bad things deserve to have bad things
happen to them. Some people have even thought that this is so
important that God must have organized the world so that people
will get what they deserve. When we use moral concepts, then, we

" By saying this I do not mean to imply that ‘internalism’ — the view that moral judgments
necessarily motivate — is necessarily true. Even ‘externalists’ usually think that rightness is
a motivating consideration sometimes, although it might only be through the mediation
of other motives. The relation between the views advanced in these lectures and the
internalism/ externalism dispute is discussed in lecture 2, 2.4.2.
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use them to talk about matters which for us are important in very
deep, strong, and profoundly practical ways.

Let me call this whole set of facts ‘the practical and psycholog-
ical effects of moral ideas’. I remind you of them, obvious as they
are, because I think it is important to remember that a theory of
moral concepts is answerable to them, and even more important to
see that it is answerable to them in fwo distinct ways. First of all, the
practical and psychological effects of moral ideas set a criterion of
explanatory adequacy for a theory of moral concepts. Our theory of
moral concepts must contain resources for explaining why and
how these ideas can influence us in such deep ways. Perhaps the
best way to illustrate this point is to think about a moral theory that
is inadequate in this regard. Hume accused the rationalists of
exactly this sort of failure when he famously said:

Since morals, therefore, have an influence on the actions and affections, it
follows, that they cannot be deriv’d from reason; and that because reason
alone, as we have already prov’d, can never have any such influence.'?

It turns out that Hume’s argument for this point is inadequate, for
he does not really prove, as he puts it here, that reason cannot
motivate.'? Yet his criticism is still well-taken. The rationalists cer-
tainly did not explain fow reason provides moral motivation.
They simply asserted that it does. For Samuel Clarke, for instance,
it is a fact about certain actions that they are ‘fit to be done’. Itis a
self-evident truth built into the nature of things, in the same way
that mathematical truths are built into the nature of things (what-
ever that way is). But people do not regulate their actions, love,
hate, live, kill, and die for mathematical truths. So Clarke’s
account can leave us completely mystified as to why people are
prepared to do these things for moral truths. And this is the
element of truth in Hume’s criticism. The rationalists did not
explain why morality seems so important to us and moves us in
the ways that it does.

That is the first way in which a theory of moral concepts is
answerable to the practical and psychological effects of moral

12 Hume, A4 Treatise of Human Nature, 1.3, p. 457.
'* Targue for this in more detail in ‘Skepticism about Practical Reason’.
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ideas. They provide a criterion of explanatory adequacy. But the
practical importance we accord to moral concepts is not merely a
curious fact about those concepts which an adequate theory
needs to explain. When we do moral philosophy, we also want to
know whether we are justified in according this kind of importance
to morality. People who take up the study of moral philosophy do
not merely want to know why those peculiar animals, human
beings, think that they ought to do certain things. We want to
know what, if anything, we really ought to do. This is the second
way in which the theory of moral concepts is answerable to
these effects. They provide a criterion of normative or justificatory
adequacy.

Perhaps this is clearest when the claim morality makes on you is
dramatic. If I claim that you ought to face death rather than do a
certain wrong action, I had better be prepared to back that claim
up with an account of what makes the action wrong which is pow-
erful enough to show that something worth dying for is at stake. But
really this demand on moral theory is always there. Even when the
claims of morality are not so dramatic, they are pervasive in our
expectations of ourselves and each other. So these claims must be
justified. That is the normative question.

The real threat of moral scepticism lies here. A moral sceptic is
not someone who thinks that there are no such things as moral
concepts, or that our use of moral concepts cannot be explained,
or even that their practical and psychological effects cannot be
explained. Of course these things can be explained somehow.
Morality is a real force in human life, and everything real can be
explained.'* The moral sceptic is someone who thinks that the
explanation of moral concepts will be one that does not support
the claims that morality makes on us. He thinks that once we

1* Derek Parfit reminds me that this may not be true of certain very general facts, such as,
say, that the universe exists. I suppose someone might regard the existence of values or
reasons as a highly general fact of that kind, absent some other explanation. But suppose
someone undertook to be seeptical about morality because he thought that (1) morality
could only be grounded in this sort of general inexplicable fact — values, like the universe,
would have to just be there if they existed at all — and (2) there is no reason to believe that
they are. Such a sceptic would still have to think that the human delusion that morality is
real can be explained and that the true explanation of this delusion would undercut
people’s commitment to morality.
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see what is really behind morality, we won’t care about it any
more.

It 15 easy to confuse the criteria of explanatory and normative
adequacy. Both, after all, concern questions about how people are
motivated to do the right thing and why people care about moral
issues so deeply. And certainly a theory of moral concepts which
left the practical and psychological effects of moral ideas inexplicable
could not even hope to justify those effects. Nevertheless the issue is
not the same. The difference is one of perspective. A theory that
could explain why someone does the right thing — in a way that is
adequate from a third-person perspective — could nevertheless fail
to justify the action from the agent’s own, first-person perspective,
and so fail to support its normative claims.

To see this, consider a nice stark example. Suppose someone
proposes a moral theory which gives morality a genetic basis. Let’s
call this ‘the evolutionary theory’. According to the evolutionary
theory, right actions are those which promote the preservation of
the species, and wrong actions are those which are detrimental to
that goal.'® Furthermore, the evolutionary theorist can prove, with
empirical evidence, that because this is so, human beings have
evolved deep and powerful instincts in favour of doing what is right
and avoiding what is wrong. Now this theory, if it could be proved,
would give an account of our moral motives which was adequate
from the point of view of explanation. Our moral instincts would
have the same basis and so the same kind of power as the sexual
drive and the urge to care for and defend our children. And we
know from experience that those instincts can induce people to do
pretty much anything, even things which are profoundly detrimental
to their own private interests or happiness.

But now ask yourself whether, if you believed this theory, it would
be adequate from your own point of view. Suppose morality
demands that you yourself make a serious sacrifice like giving up
your life, or hurting someone that you love. Is it really enough for
you to think that this action promotes the preservation of the

> This is the same example G. E. Moore used for what is really, at bottom, the same
purpose. See his “The Conception of Intrinsic Value’, pp. 255—257. As I argue later, there
is a problem about reducing normative ideas to natural ones, and it is in part this problem
that motivates Moore’s belief in the non-natural character of value.
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species? You might find yourself thinking thoughts like these: why
after all should the preservation of the species count so much more
than the happiness of the individuals in it? Why should it matter so
much more than my happiness and the happiness of those I care
most about? Maybe it’s not worth it. Or suppose the case is like this:
there are Jews in your house and Nazis at the door. You know you
will get into serious trouble, even risk death yourself, if you conceal
the Jews. Yet you feel morally obligated to risk death rather than
disclose the presence of the Jews. But now you know that this
motive has its basis in an instinct designed to preserve the species.
Then you might think: why should I risk death in order to help pre-
serve the species that produced the Nazis?

I want you to notice something about this example. Suppose that
last thought — ‘Preserving the species that produced the Nazis is not
worth the risk of dying’ — could move you to ignore the claims of
morality. We might now question whether the evolutionary theory
does provide an adequate explanation of moral motivation after
all. If it were true, people would not act morally or at least would
only do so as long as they were kept in the dark about the source of
their moral motivation. You might be tempted to think that this
shows that the problem is at bottom one of explanation after all,
but that would be a mistake. Although the case is fanciful, we can
imagine it this way: given the strength of the moral instinct, you
would find yourself overwhelmed with the urge to do what moral-
ity demands even though you think that the reason for doing it is
inadequate. Perhaps the pain of ignoring this instinct breaks you
down, like the pains of torture or extreme starvation. Then you
might be moved by the instinct even though you don’t upon reflec-
tion endorse its claims. In that case the evolutionary theory would
still explain your action. But it would not justify it from your own
point of view. This is clear from the fact that you would wish that
you didn’t have this instinct, that you wish you could make it go
away, even though given that you have it, it remains adequate to
move you.

That case, as I said, is fanciful, but it does bring something
important out. While it is true that a theory which cannot justify
moral conduct normally also cannot explain why anyone who
believes that theory acts morally, the basic philosophical problem
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here is not one of explanation. The case of the evolutionary theory
shows that a theory could be adequate for the purposes of explana-
tion and still not answer the normative question. And there is an
important reason for this. The question how we explain moral
behaviour is a third-person, theoretical question, a question about
why a certain species of intelligent animals behaves in a certain
way. The normative question is a first-person question that arises
for the moral agent who must actually do what morality says.
When you want to know what a philosopher’s theory of normativ-
ity is, you must place yourself in the position of an agent on whom
morality is making a difficult claim. You then ask the philosopher:
must I really do this? Why must I do it? And his answer is his
answer to the normative question.

1.2.2

To be successful, there are three conditions which the answer must
meet. All of these conditions spring from the position from which
the normative question arises, the first-person position of the agent
who demands a justification of the claims which morality makes
upon him.

First, the answer must actually succeed in addressing someone in
that position. It must not merely specify what we might say, in the
third person, about an agent who challenges or ignores the existence
of moral claims. Every moral theory defines its concepts in a way
that allows us to say something negative about people who do that
— say, that they are amoral or bad. But an agent who doubts
whether he must really do what morality says also doubts whether
it’s so bad to be morally bad, so the bare possibility of this sort of
criticism settles nothing, And I think it can be misleading to try to
imagine what we might helpfully say, in the second person, to some
other agent who challenges morality’s claims. After all, some other
agent might refuse to listen to reason, or to listen at all. He might be
insincere and contentious; he might just be looking for a way to
evade his duty, rather than asking the question because he really
wants to know. For this exercise to work, we have to eliminate these
possibilities, and imagine that this other agent is sincere and rea-
sonable, and does really want to know. But that just shows that the



The normative question 17

answer we need is really the first-person answer, the one that satis-
fies us when we ourselves ask the normative question.'®

The second condition follows from the first. Because we our-
selves are both to ask and to answer the normative question, a
successful normative theory must meet a condition which is some-
times called ‘transparency’.!” Usually this is thought of as a prop-
erty of explanations. If a theory’s explanation of how morality
motivates us essentially depends on the fact that the source or
nature of our motives is concealed from us, or that we often act
blindly or from habit, then it lacks transparency. The true nature of
moral motives must be concealed from the agent’s point of view if
those motives are to be efficacious. Suppose that people came to
believe Mandeville’s theory or the evolutionary theory, and as a
result they gave up their moral practices. Then those accounts
would lack transparency. Now because of the possibility I men-
tioned a moment ago — the possibility that we might still be influ-
enced by a motive we do not endorse — what we need here is
transparency in a broader sense. It is not merely that the explana-
tion must still go through when the agent understands himself
completely. The justification must still go through as well. A nor-
mative moral theory must be one that allows us to act in the full
light of knowledge of what morality is and why we are susceptible
to its influences, and at the same time to believe that our actions are
justified and make sense.

Finally, I believe that the answer must appeal, in a deep way, to
our sense of who we are, to our sense of our identity. AsI have been
emphasizing, morality can ask hard things of us, sometimes even
that we should be prepared to sacrifice our lives in its name. This
places a demanding condition on a successful answer to the nor-
mative question: it must show that sometimes doing the wrong
thing 1s as bad or worse than death. And for most human beings on

'® These points have been brought out, although not exactly in these terms, by Philippa
Foot, particularly in ‘Moral Arguments’. Foot says that if someone listens to what we take
to be a good moral argument and then says ‘so what?’ then we should want ‘to know how
he met the case put to him’ (p. g7). What we want to know, of course, is whether he met it
in a way that would change our own minds about it if we understood it. See also Bernard
Williams’s discussions in chapter 1 of Morality: An Introduction To Ethics and in Ethics and the
Limits of Philosophy, pp. 22-26.

17 See Williams, Ethics and the Limils of Philosophy, pp. 10 1-10 2.
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most occasions, the only thing that could be as bad or worse than
death 1s something that for us amounts to death — not being our-
selves any more. This is not an unfamiliar thought. Most people,
contemplating extreme old age, hope that they will die rather than
exist for years in a condition of severely diminished intelligence,
altered character, or with an inability to recognize and interact
with those whom they have loved for years. The thought is ‘that
would not be me any more’ and one would rather be dead. If
moral claims are ever worth dying for, then violating them must be,
in a similar way, worse than death. And this means that they must
issue in a deep way from our sense of who we are.

1.2.3

It 1s often thought, though obscurely, that the normativity of ethics
poses a special problem for modern moral philosophers. The
Modern Scientific World View is supposed to be somehow inimical
to ethics, while in different ways, the teleological metaphysics of
the ancient Greek world and the religious systems of Medieval
Europe seemed friendlier to the subject. It is a little hard to put the
point clearly and in a way that does not give rise to obvious objec-
tions, but both of these earlier outlooks seem to support the idea
that human life has a purpose which only is or can be fulfilled by
those who live up to ethical standards and meet moral demands.
And this is supposed to be sufficient to establish that ethics is really
normative, that its demands on us are justified. They are justified in
the name of life’s purpose. While the Modern Scientific World
View, in depriving us of the idea that the world has a purpose, has
taken this justification away.

Whether this is true or not, the moral philosophy of the modern
period can be read as a search for the source of normativity.
Philosophers in the modern period have come up with four succes-
sive answers to the question of what makes morality normative. In
brief, they are these:

1 Voluntarism. According to this view, obligation derives from
the command of someone who has legitimate authority over the
moral agent and so can make laws for her. You must do the right
thing because God commands it, say, or because a political sove-
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reign whom you have agreed to obey makes it law. Normativity
springs from a legislative will. This is the view of Pufendorf and of
Hobbes.

2 Realism. According to this view, moral claims are normative if
they are true, and true if there are intrinsically normative entities
or facts which they correctly describe. Realists try to establish the
normativity of ethics by arguing that values or obligations or
reasons really exist, or, more commonly, by arguing against the
various forms of scepticism about them. This kind of argument
has been found in the work of rational intuitionists ever since the
eighteenth century. It was advanced vigorously by Clarke and Price
in the eighteenth century and by Prichard, Moore, and Ross in the
early twentieth century.'"® It is also found in the work of some con-
temporary moral realists, including Thomas Nagel.'®

3 I call the third view ‘Reflective Endorsement’. This view is
favoured by philosophers who believe that morality is grounded in
human nature. The philosopher’s first job is to explain what the
source of morality in human nature is, why we use moral concepts
and feel ourselves bound by them. When an explanation of our
moral nature is in hand, we can then raise the normative question:
all things considered, do we have reason to accept the claims of our
moral nature, or should we reject them? The question 1s not ‘are
these claims true?” as it is for the realist. The reasons sought here
are practical reasons; the idea is to show that morality is good for
us. Arguments with this structure can be found in the tradition, in
the work of Hutcheson, Hume, and John Stuart Mill, and, in con-
temporary philosophy, in the work of Bernard Williams.

4 The Appeal to Autonomy. This kind of argument is found in
Kant and contemporary Kantian constructivists, especially John
Rawls. Kantians believe that the source of the normativity of
moral claims must be found in the agent’s own will, in particular in
the fact that the laws of morality are the laws of the agent’s own
will and that its claims are ones she is prepared to make on herself.
The capacity for self-conscious reflection about our own actions

'® Clarke, A Discourse Concerning the Unchangeable Obligations of Natural Religion; Price, A Review of
the Principal Questions in Morals; Prichard, Moral Obligation and Duty and Interest: Essays and
Lestures by H. A. Prichard, Moore, Principia Ethica; and Ross, The Right and the Good.

19 In The Possibility of Altruism and The View from Nowhere. But see n. 68 below.
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confers on us a kind of authority over ourselves, and it is this
authority which gives normativity to moral claims.

During the modern period, each of these accounts of normativ-
ity developed in response to the prior one, sometimes as a result of
criticism, more often when the implications of the earlier view
were pressed a little harder. In this lecture and the next one I am
going to describe this historical process, comparing earlier versions
of these accounts with those on the contemporary scene. The
Kantian account of obligation is the culmination of this historical
development, and in lecture § I will present an updated version of
that account which I take to be true. Finally, in lecture 4, I will
address the question of the scope of our obligations — that is, of
who can obligate us, and why — and then return to the question of
normative scepticism.

In the rest of this lecture I will discuss the first two accounts of
normativity: voluntarism and realism.

1.2.4

One warning about the way I will proceed seems in order. My
focus in these lectures is on the normativity of obligation. But in
certain moral theories, the question about what makes obligation
normative cannot be separated from questions about what makes
goodness or virtue normative, and so those questions will come up
too. And I will also have things to say, by way of comparison, about
the normativity of knowledge and meaning.

The very use of such comparisons may strike some as con-
troversial. As I said before, many of the concepts that interest
philosophers are normative ones: obligation, rightness, goodness,
meaning, knowledge, beauty, and virtue are all concepts that, in
various ways, claim to direct us, to guide our thoughts, desires, and
actions. In that broad sense, they are all normative concepts. Yet
you might think that no unified account of their normativity is pos-
sible, and that for two reasons. First, of course, they are used in the
context of different subjects, and to address different problems.
Second, and just as importantly, our sense of their normativity, of
how they direct us, 1s different. Do they push or do they pull, are
they carrots or sticks? Obligation, the most obtrusively normative
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of these concepts, seems sternly to command; while beauty only
to attract and meaning perhaps to suggest. So it might look as if
these various concepts have different kinds of normativity.?
Nevertheless, recognizable versions of the four views I have just
described do show up when philosophers try to deal with the
problem of normativity in areas other than ethics, and I take that
fact to be significant. I believe that a unified account of normativity
is possible, and while I will not try to argue for that here, it will show
up in the way I proceed.

VOLUNTARISM

1.3.1

As I mentioned at the beginning of this lecture, Grotius asserted
that human beings would have obligations even if God did not
exist to give us laws. Because of that remark, he is often identified
as the first modern moral philosopher.?' But the credit for that should
really go to Hobbes and Pufendorf. For they were the first to iden-
tify clearly the special challenge which the Modern Scientific
World View presents to ethics, and to construct ethical theories in
the face of that challenge.

According to Pufendorf, the actions of human beings, like every
other form of physical motion, are in themselves morally indiffer-
ent. Values are not found in the world of nature at all. Instead,
Pufendorf says, intelligent beings must impose moral values on
nature. He says:

Now as the original way of producing physical entities is creation, so the
way in which moral entities are produced can scarcely be better expressed
than by the word impusition. For they do not arise out of the intrinsic nature
of the physical properties of things, but they are superadded, at the will of
intelligent entities, to things already existent and physically complete, and
to their natural effects.??

And Hobbes opens his most famous ethical treatise with this appar-
ently unpromising reflection:

% T thank Nicholas White for reminding me of some of these points.
21 T owe this point to Schneewind. See Schneewind 1, pp. 88-89.
# Pufendorf, The Law of Nature and of Nations, in Schnecwind 1, p. 171.
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For seeing life is but a motion of Limbs, the beginning whereof is some
principal part within; why may we not say, that all Automata (Engines that
move themselves by springs and wheeles as doth a watch) have an artificial
life? For what is the Heart, but a Spring; and the Nerves, but so many Strings,
and the Foynts, but so many Wheeles, giving motion to the whole Body, such
as was intended by the Artificer?®

And he proceeds to construct a completely mechanistic explana-
tion of how human beings work and an ethics that is based upon it.
Pufendorf and Hobbes ask how nature, an indifferent and
mechanical world of matter in motion, can come to be imbued
with moral properties. Interestingly, both traced obligation ulti-
mately to divine command, not so much because they hung on to a
medieval or religious conception of the world, but rather because
they had adopted the Modern Scientific World View.?* They
believed that it takes God or a Godlike sovereign to impose moral
properties on the indifferent world of nature. Grotius, although not
deeply concerned about the metaphysics of value, had been a
realist by default, for he believed that normative claims are simply
there, part of the framework of the universe. He tells us that what
makes the laws of nature, as moral laws were called, different from
positive laws, is that the acts which they enjoin or forbid ‘are, in
themselves, either obligatory or not permissible . . . by their own
nature’.” But Pufendorf and Hobbes disagreed. Pufendorf crit-
icized Grotius explicitly for maintaining that ‘some things are
‘noble or base of themselves . . . and that these form the object of
natural and perpetual law’. Instead he held that:
since . . . moral necessity . . . and turpitude . . . are affections of human
actions arising from their conformity or non-conformity to some norm or
law, and law is the bidding of a superior, it does not appear that [they] . ..

can be conceived to exist before law, and without the imposition of a
superior.”

% Hobbes, Leviathan, introduction, p. g.

2 Of course voluntarism is not a product of the modern period. Many medieval Christian
thinkers were voluntarists who thought morality depends on the will of God. I don’t take this
to be a problem for the point I am making here, since the medieval view that human beings
need to have values imposed on them by law anticipates the modern view that the world is
material and so morally indifferent. I say a little more about these points in the prologue.

» Grotius, On the Law of War and Peace, in Schneewind 1, p. 98; I have put together clauses
from two sentences.

% Pufendorf, On The Law of Nature and of Nations, in Schneewind, 1, p. 175.
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And Hobbes of course maintained that there is no obligation until
a sovereign capable of enforcing the ‘laws of nature’ is in power.
Obligation must come from law, and law from the will of a legislat-
ing sovereign; morality only comes into the world when laws are
made.

1.3.2

Pufendorf and Hobbes shared two other views of which their
critics sometimes failed to see the importance. First, voluntarism 1s
often criticized on the grounds that the sovereign can apparently
make anything right or wrong. And many theological voluntarists
have held that to be true. But Pufendorf and Hobbes thought that
the content of morality is given by reason independently of the leg-
islative will. They agreed that good and evil, prudence and impru-
dence, and in a way even justice and injustice, are objectively
identifiable attributes of states of affairs and of the actions which
produce them. As Pufendorf puts it:

this indifference of physical motion in the actions of men is maintained
by us only in respect to morality. For otherwise actions prescribed by the
law of nature have . . . the native power to produce an effect good and
useful to mankind, while actions similarly forbidden produce a contrary
effect. But this natural goodness and evil does by no means constitute an
action in the field of morals.?”

No legislator is needed to give content, at least in a general way, to
the ideas of the good and the right. What is good is what is natu-
rally beneficial to people; what is right and just is what makes
harmonious social life possible. So most human beings in most cir-
cumstances have reason to want what is good and, at least as a
group, to do what 1s right, independently of law or obligation. But
in the absence of God, Pufendorf wrote, the precepts of morality
‘though they might be observed for their utility, like the prescrip-
tions doctors give to regulate health, they would not be laws’ for
‘they get the force of law only upon the presupposition[s] that God
exists’.?* And Hobbes, after laying out the laws of nature, says:

2 Pufendorf, On the Law of Nature and of Nations; in Schneewind 1, p. 176.
# Pufendorf, On the Duty of Man and Citizen, p. 36.
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These dictates of Reason, men use to call by the name of Lawes; but
improperly: for they are but Conclusions, or Theoremes concerning what
conduceth to the conservation and defence of themselves; whereas Law,
properly is the word of him that by right hath command over others.?

So the role of the legislator is to make what is in any case a good idea
into law.

Second, both Pufendorf and Hobbes believed that no one could
be a legislator without the power to impose sanctions to enforce his
law. And it 1s frequently inferred that the point of these sanctions is
to provide the subjects of the law with motives to obey it.%
Actually, however, both of these philosophers thought that morally
good action is action which proceeds from what we would now call
the motive of duty®' One does the right thing because it is the right
thing, because it is the law, and for no other reason. Pufendorf says
that civil and natural obligations:

agree in this respect, that a man should do, of his own accord and by an
intrinsic motive, the things which they demand of him. This forms the
main difference between obligation and compulsion . . .%

Hobbes says that ‘a man is obliged to do what he is commanded’
and ‘CoMMAND, is where a man saith, Doe this, or Doe not this,
without expecting any other reason than the Will of him that says
i’ This, Hobbes tells us, distinguishes command from mere
counsel, where the reason for action is given by the good of the one
who is counselled.

And from this ariseth another difference, that a man may be obliged to do
what he is Commanded; as when he has covenanted to obey: But he
cannot be obliged to do as he is Counselled, because the hurt of not fol-
lowing it, is his own; or if he should covenant to follow it, then is the
Counsel turned into the nature of a Command.**

» Hobbes, Leviathan 1.15, p.111.

% See for instance Schneewind in the introduction to Moral Philosophy_from Montasgne to Kant,
in Schneewind 1, p. 22.

While Pufendorf is almost ignored by contemporary moral philosophers, there is a great
deal of controversy about Hobbes’s views on moral motivation and obligation and a sub-
stantial recent literature on the topic. For references see Richard Tuck’s introduction to
Leviathan, p. xhiil. A complete defence of the view I set forward here would require taking
on the issues raised by that controversy, but this is not the place for that.

% Pufendorf, On the Law of Nature and of Nations, in Schneewind 1, p. 180 .

Hobbes, Leviathan .25, p. 176. ¥ Hobbes, Leviathan .25, p. 177.
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Hobbes illustrates this distinction in a discussion of Holy Scripture:

Have no other Gods but me; Make to they selfe no graven Image . . . &c are
Commands; because the reason for which we are obliged to obey them, is
drawn from the will of God our King, whom we are obliged to obey. But
these words, Sell all thou hast; give it to the poore; and follow me, are Counsell;
because the reason for which we are to do so, is drawn from our own
benefit; which is this, that we shall have Treasure in heaven . . . these words,
Repent, and be Baptized in the Name of Jesus, are Counsell; because the reason
why we should so do, tendeth not to any benefit of God Almighty . .. but
of our selves, who have no other means of avoiding the punishment
hanging over us for our sins past.*

This makes it clear that if sanctions were supposed to provide the
motives for obeying moral laws, then moral laws would be mere
counsels, not commands. Or in Pufendorf’s language if the sanc-
tions were motives, then the laws would compel rather than oblig-
ate. So sanctions are not the right sort of motives to support
obligation. And this is why Hobbes says:

A Just man, therefore, is he that taketh all the care he can, that his Actions
may be all Just; and an unjust man is he that neglecteth it . . . nor does an
Unrighteous man, lose his character, for such Actions, as he does, or
forbearers to do, for feare: because his Will is not framed by the Justice,
but by the apparent benefit of what he is to do.*

A good person does the right thing for what Pufendorf calls an
intrinsic motive: because it is the law, and his will as Hobbes says is
‘framed’ by that fact.

1.3.3

Why then are sanctions needed? The answer is that they are neces-
sary to establish the authority of the legislator. Pufendorf says:

An obligation is introduced into a man’s mind by a superior, by one who
has not only the strength to inflict some injury on the recalcitrant, but also
just cause to require us to curtail the liberty of our will at his discretion.”

% Hobbes, Leviathan 11.25, pp. 178-179. %% Hobbes, Leviathan 1.15, p. 104.
% Pufendorf, On the Duty of Man and Citizen, p. 28.
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And Hobbes says:

The Right of Nature, whereby God reigneth over men, and punisheth
those that break his Lawes, is to be derived, not from his Creating them. ..
but from his Frresistible Power.3®

And, more generally, Hobbes adds, “To those therefore whose Power
is irresistible, the dominion of all men adhereth naturally. . "

Pufendorf and Hobbes thought that the legislator’s power to
enforce the law was necessary to give moral commands the special
force of requirement. A homely example will illustrate their point.
Suppose you are a student in my department. Then my colleagues
and I are in a position to require you to take a course in logic. We
are in this position because we have authority over you, and we
have authority over you in part because we can impose a sanction
on you. If you refuse to take the logic course, you will not get a
degree from us. Now I want you to notice several things about
this. First of all, the scenario does not in the least imply that our
decision to make you study logic must be arbitrary. It may be a
very good idea for philosophy students to study logic, and that
may be why we require it. If we are good at our jobs and worthy
of our authority, we will have some such reason. In a similar way
the laws which God or the Hobbesian sovereign requires us to
obey are precepts of reason, determined independently of any
arbitrary legislative will. Yet it is not merely their reasonableness
that obligates us to obey them, just as it is not merely the benefits
of studying logic that obligates students in my department to take
the logic course. For if you are a philosophy student but are not in
my department, I can give you all sorts of excellent reasons why
you should take a course in logic, and you will not thereby be
required to take one. In Hobbes’s language, that will still be only
counsel, not command. And that is why authority requires a
sanction.

And there is a further implication. Suppose again that you are a
student in my department, and consider your motive for taking the
logic course. There are three possibilities. First, you might take it
because you grasp the reasons for which we require it. You see that

% Hobbes, Leviathan 11.31, p. 246. ¥ Hobbes, Leviathan n.31, p. 247.
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it is a good idea, and you are moved by that fact. Second, even if
you think the requirement arbitrary and unnecessary, you may take
the course out of fear of being denied your degree —because of the
sanction. Or, third, you may take it simply because it is a required
course. The important point is that the third motive is appropriate
here. While you may very well grasp the reasons why we require
the course, and it may even be true that for those reasons you
would have taken it anyway, there is something a little odd about
saying that is your motive. Since it is required you would have to
take it in any case. But there is no reason to suppose that therefore
you only take it out of fear of being denied your degree, as it were
cringingly. The fact that it’s a required course is, under the circum-
stances, itself a reason.” This is the picture of obligation, and of
what it is to act from the moral motive, which Hobbes and
Pufendorf have in mind. And according to this picture neither
moral obligation nor its proper and characteristic motive, the
motive of duty, is possible unless there is a legislator backed by the
power of sanctions who can lay down the law.

1.3.4

Let me sum up. Hobbes and Pufendorf believed that the content of
morality is given by natural reason. What morality demands of us
is what it is reasonable for us, at least as a group, to do. The rules of
morality are the rules that make soctal life possible, and social life is
necessary for human beings. And Hobbes and Pufendorf clearly
supposed that in many cases this consideration could be motiva-
tionally sufficient as well. Pufendorf, especially, says that in the
absence of obligation we would still do what is right because it is
useful. The legislator is not invoked to supply the content of moral-
ity or even to explain why people are often motivated to do what is
right.* The legislator is necessary to make obligation possible, that is,
to make morality normative,

# There is further discussion of this example in lecture 3, 3.3.4.

1 Of course, because of free-rider problems, this sort of consideration could not explain
why everybody does what is right. But since there is no such fact to explain, that is not a
problem.
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REALISM

1.4.1

Samuel Clarke, the first defender of realism, was quick to spot
what he took to be a fatal flaw in the view I have just described.
Hobbes, Clarke complains, tries to derive obligation from the
social contract, from our agreement to obey the laws of a sovereign
who will make social cooperation possible. But why are we oblig-
ated to conform to the social contract? Clarke says:

To make these compacts obligatory [Hobbes] is forced . . . to recur to an
antecedent law of nature: and this destroys all that he had before said. For
the same law of nature which obliges men to fidelity, afler having made a
compact; will unavoidably, upon all the same accounts, be found to oblige
them, before all compacts, to contentment and mutual benevolence . . *2

If the need to establish a cooperative system can obligate us to
conform to a social contract, why doesn’t that same need obligate
us to behave ourselves in cooperative ways in the first place? Or, if
we say that obligation comes from the fact that the laws have been
made by the sovereign, what then are we to say about why we are
obligated to obey the sovereign? Again Clarke complains:

that compacts ought to be faithfully performed, and obedience to be duly
paid to civil powers: the obligation of these things [Hobbes] is forced to
deduce entirely from the internal reason and fitness of the things them-
selves .. . *

Pufendorf had tried to explain why we are obligated to obey the
sovereign by defining a notion of legitimate authority. He stipu-
lated that the superior who is able to obligate us must have these
two attributes: ‘not only the strength to inflict some injury upon the
recalcitrant but also just cause to require us to curtail the liberty of
our will at his discretion’.** He goes on to explain:

The reasons which justify a person’s claim to another’s obedience are: if
he has conferred exceptional benefits on him; if it is evident that he wishes

%2 Clarke, A Discourse Concerning the Unchangeable Obligations of Natural Religion, in Raphael 1,
p- 219.

3 Clarke, A Discourse Concerning the Unchangeable Obligations of Natural Religion, in Raphael i,
p.221. ¥ Pufendorf, On the Duty of Man and Citizen, p. 28.
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the other well and can look out for him better than he can for himself; if at
the same time he actually claims direction of him; and finally, if the other
party has voluntarily submitted to him and accepted his direction.*®

So the authority of the legislator springs not only from his power to
impose sanctions, but also from our gratitude for his benefits, or
from his benevolent wisdom, or from our own contractual acts. But
the difficulty with this solution is obvious. If we have no antecedent
obligation to be grateful to benefactors, or to submit to the guid-
ance of benevolent wisdom, or to honour our agreements, how can
these things confer legitimate authority on the legislator? And if we
do have a natural obligation to these things, then why may we not
have other natural obligations as well? The very notion of a legiti-
mate authority is already a normative one and cannot be used to
answer the normative question.

Hobbes has a way of avoiding this last problem, but it is at a
serious cost. He says flatly that God’s authority does not depend on
our gratitude or on His graciousness, but simply on His irresistible
power.* And he concludes that this is true of the authority of the
political sovereign as well. But this gives rise to a problem. The sov-
ereign’s authority now consists entirely in his ability to punish us.
Although sanctions are not our motive for obedience, they are the
source of the sovereign’s authority and so of our obligations. I am
obligated to do what is right only because the sovereign can punish
me if I do not. Well, suppose I commit a crime and I get away with
it. Then the sovereign was not able to punish me. And if my obliga-
tion sprang from his ability to punish me, then I had no obligation.
So a crime I get away with is no crime at all. If irresistible power is
Jjust power unsuccessfully resisted, then authority is nothing more
than the successful exercise of power, and things always turn out
right. For no one can ever do what he lacks the power to do."

The problem here is a general one, which applies to any attempt
to derive normativity from a natural source of power. Suppose the

* Pufendorf, On the Duty of Man and Citizen, p. 28.

% Hobbes, Leviathan 11.31, p. 246; quoted above.

7 Strictly speaking, crime is still possible. If the sovereign catches me and punishes me, then
1 did something wrong. But wrongdoing is always punished, for if it is not, then it was not
wrongdoing after all. So although not everything that happens is right, there is still a sense
in which everything turns out right.
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authority of obligation derives from the power of our sympathetic
motives. Then if you lack sympathetic motives, you lack obliga-
tions. Your obligations vary along with your motives, and so you
can do no wrong. Suppose, as Hume sometimes seemed to think,
that the authority of our reasons for action must be derived from
the strength of our desires. Then you will always do what you have
reason to do, and you can do no wrong. As Joseph Butler would
later point out, this sort of argument shows that authority cannot
be reduced to any kind of power. And the relation in which moral
claims stand to us is a relation of authority, not one of power.*

1.4.2

So we are faced with a dilemma. If we try to derive the authority of
morality from some natural source of power, it will evaporate in
our hands. If we try to derive it from some supposedly normative
consideration, such as gratitude or contract, we must in turn
explain why that consideration is normative, or where its authority
comes from. Either its authority comes from morality, in which
case we have argued in a circle, or it comes from something else, in
which case the question arises again, and we are faced with an infi-
nite regress.

The realist’s response is to dig in his heels. The notion of
normativity or authority is an irreducible one. It is a mistake to try
to explain it. Obligation is simply there, part of the nature of
things. We must suppose certain actions to be obligatory in them-
selves if anything is. According to Clarke, it is a fact about certain
actions that they are fit to be done. Or as Richard Price puts it:

all actions, undoubtedly, have a nature. That 1s, some character certainly
belongs to them, and somewhat there is to be truly affirmed to them. This
may be, that some of them are right, others wrong. But if this is not
allowed; if no actions are, in themselves, either right or wrong, or anything
of a moral and obligatory nature, which can be an object to the under-
standing; it follows, that, in themselves, they are all indifferent.*

8 See Butler, ‘Upon Human Nature’, sermon 11 of the Fifieen Sermons Preached at the Rolls
Chapel and of the Five Sermons, pp. 39—40 .

¥ Price, A Review of the Principal Questions in Morals, pp. 47-48. See also Raphael 1, pp.
146-147. Schneewind 1, p. 591.
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Some actions are simply intrinsically right. And if that is so, it is
senseless to ask why we are obligated to do them. Because of these
views, Clarke and Price were primarily polemical writers. They
could not prove that obligation was real, and instead they devoted
their efforts to rebutting what they took to be sceptical attacks on
morality.

Let me digress a moment. In fairness to Clarke, it must be
noticed that his view is ambiguous. Clarke sometimes says that it is
their reasonableness that makes certain actions obligatory, and this
admits of two possible interpretations. One may understand him
to mean that the reasonableness of actions makes them obligatory
in themselves, and there is some evidence that this is what he
meant. For at times he seems — or perhaps pretends — not to realize
that Hobbes (and Pufendorf) distinguished between an action’s
being reasonable and its being morally obligatory or required.
Clarke argues as if Hobbes’s view, that there is no right or wrong in
the state of nature, commits him to the belief that in the state of
nature all actions are equally reasonable or unreasonable. At one
point, after a stretch of polemic generated by this assumption,
Clarke concludes:

And in like manner all others, who upon any pretence whatsoever, teach
that good and evil depend originally on the constitution of positive laws,
whether divine or human; must unavoidably run into the same absurdity.
For if there be no such thing as good or evil in the nature of things, ante-
cedent to all laws; then neither can any one law be better than another . . .
but all laws equally, will be either arbitrary and tyrannical, or frivolous
and needless; because the contrary might with equal reason have been
established, if, before the making of the laws, all things had been alike
indifferent in their own nature.*

But on other occasions it sounds as if Clarke is anticipating Kant’s
view — which I will explain in lecture g — that obligation derives
from the dictate of the agent’s own mind. For example, Clarke says:

For the judgment and conscience of a man’s own mind, concerning the
reasonableness and fitness of the thing, that his actions should be con-
formed to such or such a rule or law, is the truest and formalist obligation . . .

... For no man willingly and deliberately transgresses this rule in any
30 Clarke, A Discourse Concerning the Unchangeable Obligations of Natural Religion, in Raphael 1, pp.
195-196.
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great and considerable instance, but he acts contrary to the judgement
and reason of his own mind, and secretly reproaches himself for doing so.
And no man observes and obeys it steadily . . . but his own mind com-
mends and applauds him for his resolution, in executing what his con-
science could not forbear giving its assent to, as just and right.’!

Here the normative force derives not from the intrinsic reasonable-
ness of the action alone, but from the fact that the agent determines
herself to do what is reasonable. Clarke himself does not seem to
have noticed the difference between these two views, nor do any of
his followers, before Kant, seem to have picked it up. Price, who says
that obligation itself is a property of actions, is more straightfor-
ward a realist: his view of rightness anticipates G. E. Moore’s view
of goodness as an indefinable non-natural property.

And in general, early twentieth-century rational intuitionism,
represented by the work of Prichard, Ross, and Moore, follows the
pattern I described earlier: it digs in its heels, and insists on the irre-
ducible character of normativity. This is clearest in Prichard’s
classic essays: ‘Does Moral Philosophy Rest on a Mistake?’ and
‘Duty and Interest’. Prichard argues that it makes no sense to ask
why you should be moral. If I give you a moral reason — such as, ‘it
1s your duty’ — then my answer is circular, since it assumes you
should be moral. If I give you a self-interested reason — such as, ‘it
will make you happy’ — then my answer is irrelevant. That is not the
reason why you should be moral; you should be moral because it is
your duty. If a question admits only answers that are either circular
or irrelevant then it must be a mistake to ask 1t. And if that is the
question of moral philosophy, Prichard thinks, then moral philoso-
phy rests on a mistake. Obligations just exist, and nobody needs to
prove it.*?

*! Clarke, A Discourse Concerning the Unchangeable Obligations of Natural Religion, in Raphael 1, pp.
202-203; Schneewind 1, p. 301.

2 Actually Prichard’s argument takes a detour through the idea that the moral reason for
doing an action is that the action is good or realizes some sort of good. Prichard argues
that if this means that the action ought to be brought about, for its own sake or its conse-
quences, then it presumes the notion — and the reality — of obligation. If it means what
Kant thought — that the action is intrinsically good because it issues from or embodies a
good will - it again presupposes the notion and the reality of obligation, since a good will
is one that acts from the sense of obligation. Prichard concludes that “The sense of obliga-
tion to do, or of the rightness, of an action of a particular kind is absolutely underivative
and immediate’. (‘Does Moral Philosophy Rest on a Mistake?’, p. 7)
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1.4.3
As these arguments show, realism is a metaphysical position in the
exact sense criticized by Kant. We can keep asking why: “‘Why must
I do what is right?’ — ‘Because it is commanded by God’ - ‘But why
must I do what is commanded by God?’ — and so on, in a way that
apparently can go on forever. This is what Kant called a search for
the unconditioned —in this case, for something which will bring the
reiteration of ‘but why must I do that?’ to an end. The uncondi-
tional answer must be one that makes it impossible, unnecessary, or
incoherent to ask why again. The realist move is to bring this
regress to an end by fiat: he declares that some things are wtrinsically
normative. Prichard joins Clarke and Price in asserting this about
obligatory actions, while Moore thought there were intrinsically
good states of affairs.”® The very nature of these intrinsically nor-
mative entities is supposed to forbid further questioning. Having
discovered that he needs an unconditional answer, the realist
straightaway concludes that he has found one.

A comparison will help to show why this 1s metaphysical.
Consider the cosmological argument for the existence of God,
which purports to prove God’s existence by proving that there must
be a necessarily existent being. It runs this way: somewhere there
must be an Entity whose existence is necessary in itself. For if an
entity is contingent, it can either exist or not exist. How then can
we explain its existence? Well, some other entity must have brought
it into being, have made it exist. What then about this other entity?
Is it necessary or contingent? If it is contingent then what in turn
made it exist? In this way we generate a regress, which can only be
brought to an end if some Entity exists necessarily, that is, if there is
some Entity about which it is impossible, unnecessary or incoher-
ent to ask why It exists. So there must be such an Entity, and that is
God.

As Hume pointed out in his Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion,
there are two problems here.”* First of all, so far as the argument
goes, anything could be the necessary being. It could be matter, or

% See Moore, Principia Ethica and also “The Conception of Intrinsic Value’.
* Hume, The Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion’, part 1x.
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the universe, or the sun. In placing the necessity in God, the cos-
mologist has simply placed it where he wanted to find it. And
second, unless you assume that even contingent beings must in
some sense be necessary — that is, that there must be an explanation
which shows that they must have existed — the argument cannot
even get started.®

Moral realism is like that. Having discovered that obligation
cannot exist unless there are actions which it is necessary to do, the
realist concludes that there are such actions, and that they are the
very ones we have always thought were necessary, the traditional
moral duties. And the same two problems exist. The realist like the
cosmologist places the necessity where he wanted to find it. And
the argument cannot even get started, unless you assume that there
are some actions which it is necessary to do.

But when the normative question is raised, these are the exact
points that are in contention — whether there is really anything 1
must do, and if so whether it is this. So it is a little hard to see how
realism can help.

1.4.4

Yet realism is seen by many as the only hope for ethics, the only
option to scepticism, relativism, subjectivism, and all the various
ways of thinking that the subject is hopeless. There aré, I think, two
reasons for this. One is clear from the arguments which I have just
reviewed. It can look as if granting the existence of intrinsically
normative entities is the only way to bring the endless reiteration of
the question ‘why must I do that?’ to an end, and still save obliga-
tion. The other is based on a confusion. Realism may be defined in
a way that makes it look like the logical opposite of scepticism, say
for instance as the existence of moral truth. But considered as a
substantive position, realism actually involves more than that.

% 1t may not be obvious that Hume makes this second argument but it is implied by one he
does make. Hume has Cleanthes say ‘In such a chain too, or succession of objects, each
part is caused by that which preceded it, and causes that which succeeds it. Where then is
the difficulty?’ (p. 190). That of course amounts to a denial that the items in the ‘chain’
need be in any sense necessary. Each link may simply be contingent upon the one before
it. It is worth noting that the cosmologist Cleanthes explicitly quotes in the course of his
criticism is Samuel Clarke.
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Let me explain. There is a trivial sense in which everyone who
thinks that ethics isn’t hopeless is a realist. I will call this procedural
moral realism, and I will contrast it to what I will call substantive
moral realism. Procedural moral realism is the view that there are
answers to moral questions; that is, that there are right and wrong
ways to answer them. Substantive moral realism is the view that
there are answers to moral questions because there are moral facts or
truths, which those questions ask about.

To see the difference, it helps to consider normative realism more
generally. The procedural normative realist thinks that when we ask
practical questions like ‘what mustI do?’ or ‘whatis best in this case?’
or ‘how should I live?” there are correct and incorrect things to say.
This is not just a view about morality. Suppose the correct answer to
the question ‘how should I live? is ‘just as you like’. Then people
deluded by duty who don’t live as they like would be making a
mistake. The view that there is 7o normative truth about action is the
view that it is impossible to fail to do what you have reason to do, or
should do, or ought to do: it is the view, more or less, that it doesn’t
matter what you do. Procedural normative realism isn’t completely
trivial, for it does have an opposite, but that opposite is a kind of
nihilism. The denial of procedural normative realism says that there
is no ought, should, must, or reason at all.

But procedural realism does not require the existence of intrinsi-
cally normative entities, either for morality or for any other kind of
normative claim. It is consistent with the view that moral conclu-
sions are the dictates of practical reason, or the projections of
human sentiments, or the results of some constructive procedure
like the argument from John Rawls’s original position.*® As long as
there is some correct or best procedure for answering moral ques-
tions, there is some way of applying the concepts of the right and
the good. And as long as there is some way of applying the con-
cepts of the right and the good, we will have moral and more
generally normative truth. Statements implying moral concepts
will be true when those concepts are applied correctly.

3 See A Theory of Justice, part 1. Rawls characterizes his conception of justice as a ‘Kantian
constructivist’ one in ‘Kantian Constructivism in Moral Theory: The Dewey Lectures
1980°.
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Perhaps an example will help here. Most people suppose that the
means/end relation is normative, in the sense that the fact that a
certain action is a means to your end provides you with a reason to
do it. Very few people have ever supposed that this requires an
adjustment in the metaphysics of the Modern Scientific World
View, say, by the introduction of intrinsically normative entities
into our ontology. But how then do we establish that this relation is
normative? One plausible answer comes from Kant. Kant tells us
that the means/end relation is normative because of a principle of
practical reason which he calls the hypothetical imperative. The
hypothetical imperative tells us that if we will an end, we have a
reason to will the means to that end. This imperative, in turn, is not
based on the recognition of a normative fact or truth, but simply
on the nature of the will. To will an end, rather than just wishing
for it or wanting it, is to set yourself to be its cause. And to set your-
self to be its cause is to set yourself to take the available means to
get it.”” So the argument goes from the nature of the rational will to
a principle which describes a procedure according to which such a
will must operate and from there to an application of that principle
which yields a conclusion about what one has reason to do. And
Kant of course thought that in a similar way, moral principles
could be shown to be principles of practical reasoning which are
based on the nature of the will and yield conclusions about what
we ought to do. There are then facts, moral truths, about what we
ought to do, but that is not because the actions are intrinsically nor-
mative. They inherit their normativity from principles which
spring from the nature of the will — the principles of practical rea-
soning.

What distinguishes substantive from procedural realism is a
view about the relationship between the answers to moral ques-
tions and our procedures for arriving at those answers. The pro-
cedural moral realist thinks that there are answers to moral
questions because there are correct procedures for arriving at them.
But the substantive moral realist thinks that there are correct pro-
cedures for answering moral questions because there are moral
truths or facts which exist independently of those procedures, and

3 Kant, Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, pp. 414-417; in Beck’s translation, pp. 31-35.
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which those procedures track.® Substantive realism conceives the
procedures for answering normative questions as ways of finding
out about a certain part of the world, the normative part. To that
extent, substantive moral realism is distinguished not by its view
about what kind of truths there are, but by its view about what
kind of subject ethics is. It conceives ethics as a branch of knowl-
edge, knowledge of the normative part of the world.

145

Substantive moral realism has been criticized in many ways. It has
been argued that we have no reason to believe in intrinsically nor-
mative entities or objective values. They are not harmonious with
the Modern Scientific World View, nor are they needed for giving
scientific explanations. Since the time of Hume and Hutcheson, it
has been argued that there is no reason why such entities should
motivate us, disconnected as they are from our natural sources of
motivation. Many of these criticisms have been summed up in
John Mackie’s famous ‘Argument from Queerness’. Here it is in
Mackie’s own words:

If there were objective values, then they would be entities or qualities or
relations of a very strange sort, utterly different from anything else in the
universe. Correspondingly, if we were aware of them, it would have to be
by some special faculty of moral perception or intuition, utterly different
from our ordinary ways of knowing everythingelse . . .

Plato’s Forms give a dramatic picture of what objective values would
have to be. The Form of the Good is such that knowledge of it provides
the knower with both a direction and an overriding motive; something’s
being good both tells the person who knows this to pursue it and makes
him pursue it. An objective good would be sought by anyone who was
acquainted with it, not because of any contingent fact that this person, or
every person, is so constituted that he desires this end, but just because the
end has to-be-pursuedness somehow built into it. Similarly, if there were
objective principles of right and wrong, any wrong (possible) course of
action would have not-to-be-doneness somehow built into it.*®

And nothing, Mackie suggests, could be like that.

%% Substantive realism is a version of procedural realism, of course; what distinguishes it is
its account of why there is a correct procedure for answering moral questions.
% J. L. Mackie, Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong, pp. 38, 40 .
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Mackie doesn’t really prove that such entities couldn’t exist, any
more than Hume really proves that reason cannot motivate. But
like Hume, he has a point, although I think it is not the point he
meant to make. If someone finds that the bare fact that something
is his duty does not move him to action, and asks what possible
motive he has for doing it, it does not help to tell him that the fact
that it is his duty just is the motive. That fact isn’t motivating him
just now, and therein lies his problem. In a similar way, if someone
falls into doubt about whether obligations really exist, it doesn’t
help to say ‘ah, but indeed they do. They are real things’. Just now
he doesn’t see it, and herein lies his problem.

To see this, go back to the case where you are being asked to
face death rather than do a certain action. You ask the normative
question: you want to know whether this terrible claim on you is
justified. Is it really true that this is what you must do? The realist’s
answer to this question 1s simply ‘Yes’. That is, all he can say is that
it 1s ¢rue that this 1s what you ought to do. This is of course espe-
cially troublesome when the rightness of the action is supposed
to be self-evident and known through intuition, so that there is
nothing more to say about it. If the realist is not an intuitionist, of
course, he can go back and review the reasons why the action is
right. Prichard says explicitly that it is only because people some-
times need to do this before they can see the necessity of an action
that the question ‘why should I be moral?’ appears to make sense
when actually it does not.®” We need to remind ourselves that the
action promotes pleasure, or meets a universalizability criterion,
or fosters social life. But this answer appears to be off the mark. It
addresses someone who has fallen into doubt about whether
the action is really required by morality, not someone who has
fallen into doubt about whether moral requirements are really
normative.

Now to be fair to Prichard, it is clear from his essays that he
takes words like ‘right’ and ‘obligatory’ to imply normativity by
definition. These terms, as he sees it, are normatively loaded, so
that it is incorrect to say that an action is right or obligatory
unless we are already sure that we really have to do it. In one

& See Prichard, ‘Does Moral Philosophy Rest on a Mistake?’, p. 8.
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sense, that’s fine: it is six of one, half dozen of the other, whether
we ask ‘is this action really obligatory?’ or ‘is this obligation
really normative?” If we take obligation to imply normativity,
then the first question is the same as the second. The trouble
with Prichard’s way of talking about these matters is more a
heuristic one. The question ‘Is this action really obligatory?’ can.
be understood as a question about whether moral concepts have
been applied correctly in this case — whether, for instance, the
requirement can really be derived from the categorical imper-
ative or the principle of utility or some other moral principle.
And that is a different question from the question how this
obligation or any obligation can be normative. Prichard’s way of
approaching the matter therefore leads us to confuse the ques-
tion of correct application with the question of normativity. And
this actually happened to Prichard himself. For it led him to
think that once we have settled the question of correct applica-
tion, there can be nothing more to say about the normative
question.®!

And that is the problem with realism: it refuses to answer the
normative question. It is a way of saying that it cannot be done. Or
rather, more commonly, it is a way of saying that it need not be
done. For of course if I do feel confident that certain actions really
are required of me, I might therefore be prepared to believe that
those actions are intrinsically obligatory or objectively valuable,
that rightness is just a property they have. Just listen to what Samuel
Clarke says:

These things are so notoriously plain and self-evident, that nothing but
the extremist stupidity of mind, corruption of manners, or perverseness
of spirit, can possibly make any man entertain the least doubt concerning
them.®

Well, obviously /e isn’t worried. But suppose you are? Perhaps his
confidence will make you take heart, but it is hard to see how else
this could help.

51 See lecture 2, 2.3.2, for discussion of a parallel problem in Prichard’s attitude towards
scepticism about belief. The point is perhaps even clearer in that case.

8 Clarke, A Discourse Concerning the Unchangeable Obligations of Natural Religion, in Raphael 1,
p- 194; Schneewind, 1, p. 296.
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The difficulty here is plain. The metaphysical view that intrinsi-
cally normative entities or properties exist must be supported by our
confidence that we really do have obligations. It is because we are
confident that obligation is real that we are prepared to believe in
the existence of some sort of objective values. But for that very
reason the appeal to the existence of objective values cannot be
used to support our confidence. And the normative question arises
when our confidence has been shaken, whether by philosophy or by
the exigencies of life. So realism cannot answer the normative
question.

1.4.6

Some contemporary realists, such as Thomas Nagel, have argued
that realism need not commit us to the existence of curious meta-
physical objects like Plato’s Forms or Moore’s non-natural intrinsic
values. According to Nagel, we need only determine whether
certain natural human interests, like our interest in having pleasure
and avoiding pain, have the normative character which they
appear to us to have. The point is not to look for some sort of spe-
cially normative object, but to look more objectively at the apparently
normative considerations that present themselves in experience.
That you are, say, in pain, seems like a reason to change your condi-
tion; the question is whether it is one.® Utilitarianism itself can be
seen as a naturalistic form of realism, and versions of it have been
defended as such by contemporary realists like Brink and
Railton.%* Contemporary realists argue that there is no need to
make the right and the good into mysterious metaphysical entities.
Nothing seems more obviously normative than pleasures and
pains, or desires and aversion, or our natural interests. So the realist
need not assume, as Mackie supposes, that believing in objective
values is believing in some sort of peculiar entities. We need only
believe that reasons themselves exist, or that there are truths about
what we have reason to do.%

8 Thomas Nagel, The View From Nowhere, p. 157.
5t See for instance Brink, Moral Realism and the Foundations of Ethics, especially chapter 8; and
Railton, ‘Moral Realism’, 18gff. & Nagel, The View from Nowhere, p. 144.
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But if we take Mackie’s point in the way that I have suggested,
this leaves the problem in place. For how do we determine that
these reasons or truths exist?® Like his rationalist predecessors,
Nagel asserts that all we can do is rebut the sceptical arguments
against the reality of reasons and values. Once we have done that,
there is no special reason to doubt that they exist.®” And then when
you see something that appears to be a reason, such as, say, your
desire to avoid pain, the best explanation of this appearance is that
that’s what it is — it’s a reason.®

And there’s nothing wrong with that. But it is an expression of
confidence and nothing more. Just listen to what Thomas Nagel
says:

In arguing for this claim, I am somewhat handicapped by the fact that I
find it self-evident.®

% Tn the passage quoted, Mackie asserts that a moral realist must be an intuitionist — that is,
must believe there is some special faculty of moral knowledge, ‘different from our ordinary
ways of knowing everything else’. Nagel would deny that his view has this implication, but
he does not say what, on his view, something’s ‘appearing to be a reason’ consists in.

7 Nagel, The View From Nowhere, pp. 143~144. Nagel says: ‘it is very difficult to argue for such
a possibility [the reality of values], except by refuting arguments against it’ (p. 143).
Compare this little snatch of dialogue: ‘Is there nothing truly wrong in the . . . misery of
an innocent being? — “It appears wrong f us.” — And what reason can you have for doubt-
ing, whether it appears what it is?* Except for the old-fashioned syntax, that could be
Nagel arguing against Mackie. But it is Richard Price arguing against Hutcheson. 4
Review of the Principal Questions in Morals, p. 45.

% Nagel, The View From Nowhere, p. 141. What he actually says is “The method is to begin with

the reasons that appear to obtain from my own point of view and those of other individu-

als; and ask what the best perspectiveless account of those reasons is’. Because Nagel
believes in the existence of reasons, rather than Platonic Forms or Moorean non-natural
properties, it would be easy to suppose that he is only what I have here called a ‘pro-
cedural realist’. Actually the issue is a bit complicated. I categorize him here as a sub-
stantive realist because he seems to believe, as the passage quoted shows, that our relation
to reasons is one of seeing that they are there or knowing truths about them. As I have just
argued, there is a way in which this view of ethics as an epistemological subject is the
essential characteristic of substantive realism. But in part 11 of my paper “The Reasons

We Can Share: an Attack on the Distinction between Agent-Relative and Agent-Neutral

Values’ I argue that it is possible to understand the projects Nagel prosecutes in both The

Possibility of Altruism and The View From Nowhere as constructivist projects, and that Nagel

himself wavers between that way and a realist way of construing his own work. If we read

Nagel as a constructivist then he is only a procedural realist.

Nagel, The View from Nowhere, pp. 159-160 . Actually he says this about the idea that pain

and pleasure provide ‘agent-neutral’ rather than ‘agent-relative’ reasons. But he says

things pretty much like this about whether reasons exist at all. For instance on p. 157 he
says that if there is no special reason to doubt the existence of reasons then denying that
pain provides a reason to change your situation ‘seems meaningless’.

6
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Nagel’s manners are better than Samuel Clarke’s, but his predica-
ment is the same. He isn’t worried.

1.4.7

Now I'd like to pause for a moment and say something I hope will
be helpful about why the normative question slips so easily through
our fingers. Earlier I said that in a sense Prichard is asking the nor-
mative question. For him ‘obligation’ is a normatively loaded word.
If ‘obligation’ is a normatively loaded word, then the normative
question 1s whether certain actions are really obligatory. If ‘reason’
is the normatively loaded word, as Nagel thinks, then the norma-
tive question is whether obligations give us reasons. If ‘objective’ is
anormatively loaded word, as Mackie seems to think, then the nor-
mative question is whether obligations are really objective, and so
on.

Discussion of normativity often founder because of unexam-
ined assumptions about the normatively loaded word. There are
two problems here. First, philosophers making different assump-
tions about which is the normatively loaded word may fail to
understand each other.” The second and perhaps more serious
problem is that all of the ways of formulating the normative
question that I have just mentioned suffer from the fact that they
are readily confused with different questions. As I pointed out in
my discussion of Prichard, the question whether the action is
‘really obligatory’ can be confused with the question whether the
moral concept really applies to the action. In a similar way, the
question whether an obligation really provides a reason can be
confused with the question whether it provides an adequate
motive.”! Again, the question whether the obligation is objective can
be confused with the question whether the moral concept is one

0 Arguably, this is why Clarke supposed that Hobbes was committed to the view that every-
thing s equally reasonable or unreasonable in the state of nature. (See 1.4.2 above.)
Clarke takes ‘reason’ to be the normatively loaded word, while 1 hope it is clear from the
discussion of voluntarism that Hobbes and Pufendorf did not do that. As a result, Clarke
is unable to understand what Hobbes is saying.

This is one of the main things that leads people to confuse explanatory and normative
adequacy.

7
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whose application is determinate, or sufficiently ‘world-guided’.”?
In all of these cases, the philosopher is led to think that settling the
other question, whatever it is, is a way of settling the normative
question. And in all of these cases it is not.

This tendency to conflate the normative question with other
questions often results in the normative question being blocked or
ignored. And it is worth noticing that that is not the only resulting
problem. The conflation can also prevent the other question, what-
ever it might be, from being answered in a reasonable way, because
of what we might think of as interference from the normative
question. The best example of this is G. E. Moore’s famous ‘open
question’ argument.” Moore argued that no matter what analysis
we give of ‘good’, it is an open question whether the objects picked
out by that analysis are good. And he concluded that ‘good’ must
therefore be unanalyzable, and further that therefore we can only
know which things are good through intuition. But the force of the
open question argument clearly comes from the pressure of the
normative question. That is, when the concept of the good is
applied to a natural object, such as pleasure, we can still always ask
whether we should really choose or pursue it. This should not lead
us to conclude that the concept of the good, or any other norma-
tive concept, cannot be defined in a way that guides its application.
Conflation of the normative question with other questions is what
drives Moore and others to the view that moral concepts must be
simple and indefinable, and as a result to intuitionism.

Part of what I have tried to do in this lecture is to raise the nor-
mative question in a way that is independent of our more ordinary
normative concepts and words. No doubt this has sometimes been
confusing as I have tried to describe and compare the views of
philosophers who use different terms to imply normativity. The
point is not that I think that there is no normatively loaded word.
Of course we will have to use some words to imply normativity, but

 This may have been what misted Sidgwick into thinking that only the principles of utility
and of egoism can be obligatory, for his attack on common sense morality focuses largely
on the fact that common sense moral concepts are indeterminate. At least if pleasure and
pain can be measured, Sidgwick thinks that egoism and utilitarianism are ‘world-guided’.
See Sidgwick, The Methods of Ethics, especially chapter xi. I discuss Sidgwick’s concern
with determinacy, although from a somewhat different point of view, in my paper “Two
Arguments Against Lying’. 7 Moore, Principta Ethica, pp. 15-17.
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we can choose any of the above ways of talking or others. All that
matters there is that we agree, so that we will understand each
other. But the interesting question is not how we decide to talk
about the issue. The interesting question is why there should be
such an issue: that is, why human beings need normative concepts
and words. And substantive realism is not merely the view that
‘obligation’ (as Prichard thinks) or ‘good’ (as Moore thinks) or
‘reason’ (as Nagel thinks) are normative words which we know how
to apply. It is a view — and a false one — about why human beings
have normative words.

1.4.8

What is really wrong with substantive realism is its view about the
source of normativity. Why do we use normative concepts like
good, right, reason, obligation? According to the substantive realist
it 1s because we grasp that there are things that have normative
properties. Some things appear normative, and there is no reason to
doubt that they are what they seem. We have normative concepts
because we’ve spotted some normative entities, as it were wafting by.

According to substantive realism, then, ethics is really a theoret-
ical or epistemological subject. When we ask ethical questions, or
practical normative questions more generally, there is something
about the world that we are trying to find out. The world contains a
realm of inherently normative entities or truths, whose existence
we have noticed, and the business of ethics, or of practical philoso-
phy more generally, is to investigate them further, to learn about
them in a more systematic way. But isn’t ethics supposed to be a
practical subject, a guide to action? Well, the realist will grant that
the eventual point is to apply all this knowledge in practice.
According to the substantive realist, then, the moral life is the most
sublime feat of technical engineering, the application of theoret-
ical knowledge to the solution of human problems. And in general
human life and action consist in the application of theories, the-
ories about what is right or good.”

™ In fact that is what realism takes action itself to be: a form of technology. Aristotle firmly
distinguishes praxis or action from techné or production (see Nicomachean Ethics vi.4), but a
substantive realist has no way to make this distinction.
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1.4.9

I’ve just been criticizing moral realism for asserting that we have
moral concepts because we have noticed some moral entities in the
universe. There’s another argument on the contemporary scene
that makes what looks like a similar criticism, but takes this crit-
icism as a reason for moral scepticism. Since I am not arguing for
scepticism, I want to say something about that. This other argu-
ment is that we have no reason to believe in the existence of moral
entities or facts, because we do not need to assume the existence of
such entities or facts in order to explain the moral phenomena. We
need to assume that physical entities and facts exist in order to
explain our observations of and beliefs about the ‘external world’,
but we do not need to assume that moral facts or entities exist in
order to explain our moral beliefs and motives. Explanations of
those can proceed in entirely psychological terms. So, the argu-
ment suggests, the best explanation of why I see a rock is that there
is one. But the best explanation of why I disapprove of killing is
that I was brought up in a certain way.””

A more carefully formulated version of this argument has some
force against substantive moral realism, and this i1s a point I will
come back to. But I want to start by saying what I think is wrong
with this argument. As it is stated, this argument looks as if it
should work against any form of normative realism. It should have
just as much force against the existence of theoretical normative
truth (that X is a reason to befieve Y) as it does against practical nor-
mative truth (that X is a reason to do Y). We can after all explain the
occurrence of people’s beliefs merely in terms of the causes of
those beliefs, and leave their reasons out of it. Even if people’s
beliefs are caused by their thoughts about what reasons they have,
we can explain the beliefs simply as caused by those thoughts. This
does not commit us to saying that the reasons which appear in the
contents of those thoughts are real. I may tell the truth because I
think lying wrong, but in order to explain my honesty you need not
suppose that my reason is real. It is enough that I think so. In the

7 The locus classicus is perhaps Gilbert Harman, The Nature of Morality: an Introduction to Ethics,
chapter 1.
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same way, I may believe that I am mortal because I am human, but
in order to explain why I believe I am mortal you need not suppose
that my reason is real. Again it is enough that I think so. So we
don’t need to assume that theoretical reasons exist in order to
explain the occurrence of beliefs.”® But we cannot coherently take
that fact as a reason to doubt that there is any such thing as a reason
for belief. For if there is no such thing as a reason for belief, there is
ipso_facto no reason for believing this argument.”” And — to echo
Clarke himself — if instead we admit there are reasons for belief]
then why not admit that there are reasons for action as well?

The trouble with drawing sceptical conclusions from the fact
that a belief in normative truth is not needed to explain what
people think or do is that it assumes that explanation and descrip-
tion of the phenomena is the sole or primary function of human
concepts. That amounts to supposing that the business of human
life is the construction and application of theories. And the reason
the argument has some force against substantive realism is that
substantive realism implicitly shares that assumption. The sub-
stantive realist assumes we have normative concepts because we
are aware that the world contains normative phenomena, or is
characterized by normative facts, and we are inspired by that
awareness to construct theories about them.

But that is not why we have normative concepts. The very enter-
prise we are engaged in right now shows why we have those: it is
because we have to figure out what to believe and what to do.
Normative concepts exist because human beings have normative
problems. And we have normative problems because we are self-
conscious rational animals, capable of reflection about what we
ought to believe and to do. That is why the normative question can
be raised in the first place: because even when we are inclined to
believe that something is right and to some extent feel ourselves

S Actually, however, there is a problem explaining how human beings could come to have
the illusion that there are such things as theoretical and practical reasons if no such things
exist at all. But the reason why we have the concept of a ‘reason’ does not therefore have
to be that we notice that such things exist.

Harman and others who have used this argument could still be Pyrrhonian sceptics, and
use the consideration that we have no reason to believe in reasons to produce a suspension
of all rational judgment. But this does not seem to have been what most of them had in
mind.
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moved to do it we can still always ask: but is this really true? and
must I really do this?

Normative concepts like right, good, obligation, reason, are our
names for the solutions to normative problems, for what it is we are
looking for when we face them. And if we sometimes succeed in
solving those problems, then there will be normative truths: that is,
statements which employ normative concepts correctly. So it is true
that the assumption of a realm of inherently normative entities or
objective values is not needed to explain the existence of normative
concepts, or the resulting existence of a category of normative
truths. It is not because we notice normative entities in the course
of our experience, but because we are normative animals who can
question our experience, that normative concepts exist.

CONCLUSION

1.5.1

Contemporary defences of substantive moral realism almost
always arise in the same way. They are always initiated by somebody
else, a self-proclaimed spokesperson for the Modern Scientific
World View. Whether this person really exists, or only haunts the
anxious dreams of the moral philosopher, does not really matter.
Armed with the distinction between facts and values, or brandish-
ing Ockham’s razor like a club, the spokesperson for the Modern
Scientific World View declares that there cannot be ethical knowl-
edge, that we can explain the moral phenomena without positing
the existence of moral entities or facts, or that intrinsically norma-
tive entities are just too queer to exist. And the moral philosopher,
frantic with the sense of impending loss, rushes to the defence of
ethical knowledge. And almost nobody pauses to ask whether
knowledge of ethical objects, or indeed any sort of knowledge at
all, is really what we want here in the first place.

Is the normative question a request for knowledge? To raise the
normative question is to ask whether our more unreflective moral
beliefs and motives can withstand the test of reflection. The
Platonic realist thinks that we can answer that question by taking a
closer look at the objects of our beliefs and motives, to discover
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whether they are really the True and the Good. Nagel thinks we
should take a closer look at the beliefs and motives themselves, to
discover whether they are really reasons. But no such discovery is
ever made. The realist’s belief in the existence of normative enti-
ties 1s not based on any discovery. It is based on his confidence that his
beliefs and desires are normative.

So even if it is true, realism cannot answer the normative ques-
tion. But why should this matter? If confidence can support a
metaphysics which in turn is supposed to support the claims of
morality, why can’t confidence support the claims of morality more
directly?

In the next lecture I will examine the views of some philosophers
who have rejected the idea that knowledge is what we need for
normativity, and put something more like confidence in its place.
According to these philosophers, morality is not grounded in our
apprehension of truths about objective values. It is grounded in
human nature and certain natural human sentiments. Once we
understand what it is in our nature that gives rise to morality and
what its consequences are, we can then raise the normative ques-
tion: whether it is good to have such a nature, and to yield to its
claims. According to these thinkers, the capacity of our moral
motives to survive the test of reflection is not a test for something
else, the existence of a normative entity. It is normativity itself.



LECTURE 2

Reflective endorsement

Christine Korsgaard

under what conditions did man devise these value judgments
good and evil? and what value do they themselves possess? Have
they hitherto hindered or furthered human prosperity? Are
they a sign of distress, of impoverishment, of the degenera-
tion of life? Or is there revealed in them, on the contrary, the
plenitude, force, and will of life, its courage, certainty, future?

Nietzsche'

INTRODUCTION

2.1.1

At the end of the last lecture I argued that normativity is a problem
for human beings because of our reflective nature. Even if we are
inclined to believe that an action is right and even if we are inclined
to be motivated by that fact, it is always possible for us to call our
beliefs and motives into question. This is why, after all, we seek a
philosophical foundation for ethics in the first place: because we
are afraid that the true explanation of why we have moral beliefs
and motives might not be one that sustains them. Morality might
not survive reflection.

The view I am going to describe in this lecture takes its starting
point from that thought. It applies one of the best rules of
philosophical methodology: that a clear statement of the problem
is also a statement of the solution. If the problem is that morality
might not survive reflection, then the solution is that it might. If we
find upon reflecting on the true moral theory that we still are

! Nietzsche, The Genealogy of Morals, preface, 3, p. 17.
49
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inclined to endorse the claims that morality makes on us, then
morality will be normative. I call this way of establishing normativ-
ity the ‘reflective endorsement’ method.

2.1.2

The reflective endorsement method has its natural home in the-
ories that reject realism and ground morality in human nature.? In
the modern period it makes its first appearance in the work of the
sentimentalists of the eighteenth century. They explicitly rejected
the realism of the rationalists, and argued that the moral value of
actions and objects is a projection of human sentiments. As Hume
famously says:

Take any action allow’d to be vicious: Wilful murder, for instance.
Examine it in all lights, and see if you can find that matter of fact, or real
existence, which you call vice. In which-ever way you take it, you find only
certain passions, motives, volitions and thoughts. There is no other matter
of fact in the case. The vice entirely escapes you, as long as you consider
the object. You can never find it, till you turn your reflexion into your own
breast, and find a sentiment of disapprobation, which arises in you,
towards this action. Here is a matter of fact; but ’tis the object of feeling,
not of reason. It lies in yourself, not in the object.’

Strictly speaking, we do not disapprove the action because it
is vicious; instead, it is vicious because we disapprove it. Since
morality is grounded in human sentiments, the normative question
cannot be whether its dictates are true. Instead, it is whether we
have reason to be glad that we have such sentiments, and to allow
ourselves to be governed by them. The question is whether moral-
ity is a good thing for us.

Of course the sentimentalists were not the first to ground moral-
ity in human nature. Some of the classical Greek philosophers, in
particular Aristotle, did so as well. So it is not surprising that the
reflective endorsement method has re-emerged in some recent
moral thought of Aristotelian inspiration, namely that of Bernard

2 But see the discussion of Mill below.
® Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, u.1.1, pp. 468-469.
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Williams.* Like Hume, Williams rejects realism and defends in its
place a theory which grounds morality in human dispositions. And
like Hume, he finds that the answer to the normative question rests
in whether those dispositions are ones we have reason to endorse.

Hume and Williams find in reflective endorsement a way of
grounding ethics which is an alternative to realism. John Stuart
Mill, unlike them, is a kind of realist, for he believes that the desir-
able or the pleasant has objective value. But Mill does not think that
sort of realism settles the question of the normativity of obligation.
So he, too, turns to the method of reflective endorsement.

My purpose in this lecture is to explain this method of establish-
ing normativity in more detail and to defend it against certain
natural objections which arise from the realist camp. My aim is not
to criticize this view. Instead, I will end by saying why I think the
logical consequence of the theory of normativity shared by Hume,
Mill, and Williams is the moral philosophy of Kant.

DAVID HUME

2.2.1

The choice of Hume as the major traditional representative of a
theory of normativity might seem perverse. The pose Hume
strikes in his moral philosophy is that of the scientist, whose task is
to explain the origin of moral ideas. In his essay ‘Of the Different
Species of Philosophy’, Hume firmly separates two different ways
of treating moral philosophy, which we may call ‘theoretical’ and
‘practical’. Theoretical or ‘abstruse’ philosophers:

regard human nature as a subject of speculation; and with a narrow
scrutiny examine it, in order to find those principles, which regulate our

* These remarks will naturally raise the question whether Aristotle himself used the reflec-
tive endorsement method. Williams, in some passages I will be quoting later, makes a
good case for the claim that reflective endorsement is at least involved in Aristotle’s
method of justifying morality. But Aristotle’s teleological conception of the world adds
another element to his conception of normativity. In these lectures I am addressing
modern methods of establishing normativity, so I have not discussed Aristotle’s views
directly. What I think about them will, however, become apparent in the course of the
next two lectures.
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understanding, excite our sentiments, and make us approve or blame any
particular object, action, or behaviour.®

Practical philosophers, by contrast, are interested in inciting us to
good conduct. Hume says:

As virtue, of all objects, is allowed to be the most valuable, this species of
philosophers paint her in the most amiable colours; borrowing all helps
from poetry and eloquence, and treating their subject in an easy and
obvious manner, and such as is best fitted to please the imagination, and
engage the affections.®

Hume compares the theoretical philosopher to an anatomist and
the practical philosopher to a painter” The business of the
anatomist is to explain what causes us to approve of virtue; the
business of the painter is to make virtue appealing. And Hume
styles himself a theoretical philosopher: his aim is to reveal the ele-
ments of the mind’s ‘anatomy’ which make us approve and dis-
approve as we do.

The odd thing about this way of dividing up the philosophical
enterprise is that the normative question seems to fall between the
cracks. Neither the anatomist nor the painter seems to be inter-
ested in the justification of morality’s claims. The theoretical philos-
opher is concerned only with providing a true explanation of the
origin of moral concepts. The practical philosopher is a preacher
or a Mandevillian politician. His task is to get people to behave
themselves in socially useful ways, and he is prepared to use ‘all
helps from poetry and eloquence’. So we have explanation on the
one hand and persuasion on the other, but no branch of moral
philosophy which is concerned with justification.

It is not that Hume takes it for granted that morality’s claims can
be justified to the individual. He thinks it is conceivable that knowl-
edge of the true moral theory would undermine the commitment
of individuals to moral conduct. Yet as he also says:

And though the philosophical truth of any proposition by no means
depends on its tendency to promote the interests of society; yet a man has

% Hume, Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, p. 6.

& Hume, Enguiry Concerning Human Understanding, p. 5.

7 Hume, Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, pp. 9—10; A Trealise of Human Nature, m. ii1.6,
pp- 620-621. I owe a debt to Charlotte Brown for many useful discussions of this issue.
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but a bad grace, who delivers a theory, however true, which . . . leads to a
practice dangerous and pernicious. Why rake into those corners of nature
which spread a nuisance all around? Why dig up the pestilence from the
pit in which it is buried? The ingenuity of your researches may be
admired, but your systems will be detested; and mankind will agree, if
they cannot refute them, to sink them, at least, in eternal silence and
oblivion. Truths which are pernicious to society, if any such there be, will
yield to errors which are salutary and advantageous.

But although he admits that this could happen, he thinks that it
doesn’t. Even though he is not supposed to be a practical philoso-
pher, Hume cannot resist pointing out that his account of the
origin of moral ideas does make virtue attractive.

But what philosophical truths can be more advantageous to society, than
those here delivered, which represent virtue in all her genuine and most
engaging charms, and make us approach her with ease, familiarity, and
affection? The dismal dress falls off, with which many divines, and some
philosophers, have covered her; and nothing appears but gentleness,
humanity, beneficence, affability; nay, even at proper intervals, play, frolic,
and gaiety. She talks not of useless austerities and rigours, suffering and
self-denial. She declares that her sole purpose is to make her votaries and
all mankind, during every instant of their existence, if possible, cheerful
and happy .. .2

So Hume thinks that his account of morality, though itself theor-
etical and abstruse, can be used by the practical philosopher to
good effect.’

8 Hume, Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals, p. 279.

¢ Hume sent Francis Hutcheson the manuscript of book 11 of A Treatise of Human Nature,
and among Hutcheson’s criticisms was that it ‘wants a certain Warmth in the Cause of
Virtue’. In his reply Hume developed and appealed to his distinction between the
anatomist and the painter, emphasizing the difficulty of combining these roles:

Where you pull off the Skin, & display all the minute Parts, there appears something trivial, even in the
noblest Attitudes and most vigorous Actions: Nor can you ever render the Object graceful or engaging
but by clothing the Parts again with Skin and Flesh, and presenting only their bare Outside. An
Anatomist, however, can give very good advice to a Painter . . . And in like manner, | am perswaded,
that a Metaphysician may be very helpful to a Moralist; though I cannot easily conceive these two
Characters united in the same Work.

A few lines later, however, he adds ‘I intend to make a new Tryal, if it be possible to make
the Moralist & Metaphysician agree a little better.” I speculate that the conclusions of the
Treatise and the Enquiry, whose arguments I cite here, are that new trial. All of the passages
in this note are from letter 13 of The Letters of David Hume, pp. 32—33. This letter can also be
found in Raphael i, pp. 108-109.



54 GCHRISTINE KORSGAARD

One can, of course, take Hume to be saying merely that his
theory is a gold mine for practical philosophers. But I think he has
something more in mind. Normativity is not the provenance of
either the theoretical or the practical philosopher because it will
emerge, if it does emerge, in the way the two sides of philosophy
interact. If the true account of our moral nature were one that made
us want to reject its claims, then practical philosophers, as the
guardians of social order, would have to make sure that the truth was
not known. But if practical philosophers can get people to accept
the claims of morality simply by telling them the truth about the
nature of morality, then the claims of morality are justified. Hume is
claiming that his theory is normative. Or so I will now argue.

2.2.2

Obviously if we are going to raise the question whether we can
endorse our moral nature, we must appeal to some standard, in
terms of which we may judge morality to be good or bad. Morality
must be endorsed or rejected from a point of view which itself
makes claims on us and so which is itself at least potentially norma-
tive. An example will help.

In the last lecture I described an evolutionary moral theory
which, I claimed, was an example of normative failure. As a moral
agent, you might decide that moral claims, if they are made on you
in the name of the preservation of the species, are not justified. We
may now understand that case as a failure of reflective endorse-
ment. In giving the example, [ appealed to several different kinds of
considerations which might lead you to challenge morality’s
authority, considerations which arise from different points of view.
One is that doing your duty might make you unhappy, a problem
which arises from the point of view of self-interest. Another is that
doing your duty might be harmful to others, a problem which
arises from the point of view of benevolence or sympathy, of our
natural concern about others, leaving morality aside.'® A third,
which arose in the case of the person who is required to risk his life

19 Hutcheson called this natural concern for others the public sense. (See Raphael 1, p. 01.)
He called every point of view from which we approve or disapprove a ‘sense’, and for him
the question of normativity, as we will see later, is a question about the harmony of the
various approving ‘senses’.
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to conceal some Jews from the Nazis, was that it might seem
paradoxical that you should be asked to endure evil merely to
promote the existence of the species that generated that evil. This
is a problem of what we might call direct reflexivity: morality may
be found unsatisfactory from the moral point of view itself. Thus
the reflective dissonance that might lead you to reject the authority
of moral claims can arise from any of a number of points of view
we use in assessing motives and actions. In Hume’s case, the points
of view from which morality is assessed are, first, the point of view
of self-interest, and second, the point of view of the moral sense
itself. I begin with the first.

2.2.3

According to Hume, moral judgments are based on sentiments of
approval and disapproval which we feel when we contemplate a
person’s character from what he calls ‘a general point of view’."
Taking up the general point of view regulates our sentiments about
a person in two ways. First, we view the person not through the eyes
of our own interests, but instead through the eyes of our sympathy
with the person herself and her friends, family, neighbours, and col-
leagues.'? We are sympathetically pleased or pained by the good or
bad effects of her character on those with whom she usually associ-
ates, the people Hume calls her ‘narrow circle’.!* Second, we judge
her characteristics according to the usual effects of such character-
istics, rather than according to their actual effects in this or that
case. As Hume puts it, we judge according to ‘general rules’.'*
These two regulative devices bring a kind of objectivity to our
moral judgments. Judging in sympathy with the narrow circle and
according to general rules, we are able to reach agreement, in the
sense of a convergence of sentiments, about a person’s character.
We all approve and disapprove of the same characteristics, and as a
result we come to share an ideal of good character.!” A person of
"' Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, u1.4.i, pp. 581—582.
Hume, A4 Treatise of Human Nature, m.3.1, p. 582.
Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, m.3.iii, p. 602.
Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, m.3.1, p. 585.
Universality of this sort might fail across cultures or epochs, because different qualities
might be useful in different times and places. Patriotism is a virtue in a world of warring

nation states, but might become a vice in a world that aspires to greater unity. These differ-
ences, however, being explicable, do not really damage the universality of the account.
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good character, one whom we judge to have the virtues, 1s one who
1s useful and agreeable to herself and her friends. Since people love
those who have useful and agreeable qualities, and since the per-
ception of a lovable quality in ourselves causes pride, virtue is a
natural cause of pride, and vice in the same way of humility. And
since pride 1s a pleasing sentiment and humility a painful one, we
have a natural desire to be proud of ourselves and to avoid the
causes of humility. This gives us a natural desire to acquire the
virtues and avoid the vices. The normative question then is
whether we really have reason to yield to these desires, and to try to
be virtuous people.

I think this 1s the question Hume is raising in the last section of
the Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals when he says this:

Having explained the moral approbation attending merit or virtue, there
remains nothing but briefly to consider our interested obligation to it, and
to inquire whether every man, who has any regard to his own happiness
and welfare, will not find his account in the practice of every moral
virtue.'®

Hume proceeds to detail the ways in which the practice of virtue
contributes to the moral agent’s happiness. His fourfold division of
the virtues into qualities useful and agreeable to self and others
enables him to do this in very short order. No argument is needed
to defend the qualities that make you useful and agreeable to your-
self, for those contribute to your happiness by definition. Almost as
little is required to defend the qualities that make you agreeable to
others. As Hume says:

Would you have your company coveted, admired, followed; rather than
hated, despised, avoided? Can anyone seriously deliberate in the case?!’

To defend the qualities that are useful to others, Hume borrows a
famous argument from Joseph Butler.! In order to be happy, we
must have some desires and interests whose fulfilment will bring us
satisfaction. And other-directed desires and interests are just as
good for this purpose as self-absorbed ones. Indeed in many ways

'® Hume, Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals, p. 278.

Y7 Hume, Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals, pp. 280~281.

'8 Butler, ‘Upon the Love of Our Neighbor’, sermon 11 of the Fifieen Sermons Preached at the
Rolls Chapel; sermon 4 of the Five Sermons.
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they are better. Hume reminds us that any desire ‘when gratified by
success, gives a satisfaction proportioned to its force and violence’.
But benevolent desires have the additional advantages that their
‘immediate feeling . . . is sweet, smooth, tender, and agreeable’ and
that they make others like us and make us pleased with ourselves.'®
To be a morally good person, then, is conducive to your happiness
or at least not inconsistent with it.

Now one might think that this argument is not intended to show
anything about the goodness of being subject to motives of moral
obligation, and that therefore it cannot show anything about the
normativity of obligation. For according to Hume’s account a nat-
urally virtuous person is one who acts, not from the motive of duty
or obligation, but simply from some natural motive, such as benev-
olence, which a spectator would approve. No reason why you are
obligated to perform virtuous actions has been given by the argu-
ment or is required by it; you perform virtuous actions because you
have natural motives to do so; and the argument has simply shown
that this is a good way for you to be.

But this would not be correct. For first, Hume admits that in a
case where a person is aware of lacking a virtuous moral motive, he

may hate himself upon that account, and may perform the action without
the motive, from a certain sense of duty, in order to acquire by practice,
that virtuous principle, or at least, to disguise to himself, as much as poss-
ible, his want of it.?°

And second, it turns out that in the case of what Hume calls the
artificial virtues such as justice, this sense of duty is the motive that is
normally operative.?! According to Hume the first or natural
motive for participating in a system of justice is self-interest. But
this is not the usual motive for performing just actions, for just
actions, taken singly, do not necessarily or even usually promote
self-interest. What promotes self-interest is the existence of the
system of justice. But the connection between individual just actions
and the system is too ‘remote’ to sustain interested motivation.?
Instead, Hume argues, sympathy with the public interest causes us

19

Hume, Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals, p. 282.
Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, m,2.3, p. 479.

Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, .21, p. 479.

Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, 111.2.1i, p. 499.

20
21
22
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to disapprove of all unjust actions on account of their general ten-
dency to bring down the system.? And this sympathy grounds a
sense of duty which motivates us to avoid injustice. We avoid injus-
tice because we would disapprove of ourselves — that is, we would
feel humility - if we did not.

Furthermore, there are cases in which this sense of duty is the
only available motive, for it can happen that an action, while it is of
the type that tends to bring down the system of justice, will not in
fact do that system any harm at all, and that the agent knows that.
This 1s the plight of the famous ‘sensible knave’ who poses the most
difficult challenge to Hume’s account of ‘interested obligation’. As
Hume says:

Treating vice with the greatest candour, and making it all possible conces-
sions, we must acknowledge that there is not the smallest pretext for giving
it the preference above virtue, with a view to self-interest; except, perhaps
in the case of justice, where a man, taking things in a certain light, may
often seem to be a loser by his integrity. And though it is allowed that,
without a regard to property, no society could subsist; yet according to the
imperfect way in which human affairs are conducted, a sensible knave, in
particular incidents, may think that an act of iniquity or infidelity will
make a considerable addition to his fortune, without causing any consid-
erable breach in the social union and confederacy . ..

This is, of course, a version of the familiar free-rider problem. The
sensible knave wants to know why he should not profit from injus-
tice when it will not damage his interests by endangering the
system of justice. And here is Hume’s surprising answer:

I must confess that, if a man think that this reasoning much requires an
answer, it will be a little difficult to find any which will appear to him satis-
factory and convincing. If his heart rebel not against such pernicious
maxims, if he feel no reluctance to the thoughts of villainy or baseness, he
has indeed lost a considerable motive to virtue; and we may expect that
his practice will be answerable to his speculation . . . Inward peace of
mind, consciousness of integrity, a satisfactory review of our own
conduct; these are circumstances, very requisite to happiness, and will be
cherished and cultivated by every honest man, who feels the importance
of them.?

2 Hume, 4 Treatise of Human Nature, 11.2.1i, pp. 499-500.
2t Hume, Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals, pp. 282~283.
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There’s an old joke about a child who’s glad he doesn’t like spinach,
since then he’d eat it, and he hates the disgusting stuff. Hume
appears at first sight to be giving us that sort of reason for being
glad we don’t like injustice. Of course integrity will be cherished by
honest people who feel the importance of it. But the sensible knave
is questioning exactly that importance. The fact that we disapprove
of injustice and therefore of ourselves when we engage in it can
hardly be offered as a reason for endorsing our own disapproval of
injustice.

Actually, however, in Hume’s theory it can. Hume’s theory of
sympathy allows him to argue that an individual 1s likely to experi-
ence humility when he acts unjustly regardless of whether or not
he believes that there is good reason to disapprove of the unjust
action in the case at hand. For it follows from Hume’s account of
sympathy that the sentiments of others are contagious to us. And
their sentiments about ourselves, in particular, have a tendency to
get under our skins. So the fact that other people will disapprove and
dislike the sensible knave will be sufficient to provide him with feel-
ings of disapproval and dislike of himself. Of course a knave will
try to keep his knavish actions secret. But unless he is very hard-
ened indeed, even the knowledge that others would hate him if they
knew what he is up to will be enough to produce humility and self-
hatred when he acts unjustly. As Hume says:

By continual and earnest pursuit of a character, a name, a reputation in
the world, we bring our own deportment and conduct frequently in
review, and consider how they appear in the eyes of those who approach
and regard us. This constant habit of surveying ourselves as it were, in
reflection, keeps alive all the sentiments of right and wrong, and begets, in
noble natures, a certain reverence for themselves as well as others, which
is the surest guardian of every virtue.?

So Hume’s reply to the sensible knave is not circular. Morality
provides a set of pleasures of its own, a set of pleasures which the
knave loses out on. Because of sympathy, the sense that you are
lovable and worthy in the eyes of others makes you lovable and
worthy in your own. For the same reason, the sense that you are

% Hume, Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals, p. 276.
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detestable in the eyes of others makes you detestable in your own.
And morality provides these feelings regardless of whether you
think that morality is justified or not. This fact enables Hume to
add the familiar claim that virtue is its own reward to his list of the
ways in which virtue promotes self-interest without any circularity
at all. Together, all of these arguments establish what Hume calls
our ‘interested obligation’ to be moral.

2.2.4

The arguments I've just detailed give rise to two closely related crit-
icisms, which issue from the realist camp. First, you might think
that Hume is not giving an account of the normativity of morality,
but simply an account of our motives to be moral, and one that
falls afoul of Prichard’s famous argument at that.?® We should not
practise virtue because it is in our interest, but rather for its own
sake, so Hume’s argument 1s trrelevant. But it is clear that Hume is
not saying that we should perform particular virtuous or obligatory
actions because it serves our own interest to do so. He is saying that
it is in our interest to be peaple who practise virtue for its own sake. This is
especially clear in the Butlerian argument used to defend the
virtues that are useful to others. Neither the immediately agreeable
sensations of benevolence nor its gratifications are available to
anyone who is not genuinely and wholeheartedly concerned about
others. The Butlerian argument is not meant to show that morality
promotes some set of interests you already have, but rather that
moral interests are good ones to have. What the argument estab-
lishes is the harmony of two potentially normative points of view,
morality and self-interest.”’

This shows something interesting, I think, about how the reflec-
tive endorsement theorist conceives the problem of normativity.
Human beings are subject to practical claims from various

% For a discussion of Prichard’s argument see lecture 1, 1.4.2.

2 The argument can therefore be seen as establishing what Rawls calls ‘congruence’. See 4
Theory of Justice, p. 399. Rawls’s own argument that justice is a good for the just person, in
section 86 of that work, is a congruence argument. On the use of congruence arguments
among the eighteenth-century British Moralists, see Charlotte Brown, ‘Hume Against
the Selfish Schools and the Monkish Virtues’.
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sources — our own interests, the interests of others, morality itself.
The normative question is answered by showing that the points of
view from which these different interests arise are congruent, that
meeting the claims made from one point of view will not neces-
sarily mean violating those that arise from another. And that in
turn shows how the threat is conceived. The threat is that the
various claims which our nature makes on us will tear us apart.
The reflective endorsement strategy can be seen as a kind of
answer — in Hume’s case, an anticipatory answer — to the sorts of
worries about morality voiced by Nietzsche and Freud. The
concern is that morality might be bad or unhealthy for us. Indeed
I think it is instructive that so many readers of Nietzsche and
Freud take it to be obvious that they are some sort of moral
sceptics, although neither ever says that he is. One possible
explanation 1s that these readers implicitly accept the reflective
endorsement view. The claim that morality is hurting us is auto-
matically seen as a challenge to its normativity. We reply to the
challenge by showing that morality’s claims are not going to hurt
us or tear us apart.

The second realist objection carries Prichard’s worry to a higher
level. This time the objector grants that Hume’s argument is not
offered to us as a wrongheaded theory of moral motivation, but
rather as an attempt to establish normativity by showing that
morality is good. But it says that even as such it fails. An argument
that shows that virtue 1s good from the point of view of self-interest
only shows that morality is extrinsically good, or extrinsically nor-
mative. But what we need for normativity is to show that morality is
intrinsically good or intrinsically normative. And now we come
back to a thought familiar from our encounter with realism: that
only something intrinsically normative can satisfy the demand for
unconditional justification.

At this point it will help to turn to an earlier view Hume held
about normativity. The arguments I have been detailing up until
now are for the most part from the Enquiry Concerning the Principles of
Morals. In A Treatise of Human Nature, Hume appealed to a more spe-
cific version of the reflective endorsement account, which I call
‘normativity as reflexivity’. This view can help to answer the
realist’s worry.
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2.2.5

Since Hume does not set this view out explicitly, I will start by
explaining the grounds on which I attribute it to him. Book 1 of 4
Treatise of Human Nature ends in a mood of melancholy despair and
scepticism; while book 11 concludes in a mood of triumphant
affirmation. And this is because at the end of book 1, Hume finds
that ‘[T]he understanding, when it acts alone, and according to its
most general principles, entirely subverts itself, and leaves not the
lowest degree of evidence in any proposition, either in philosophy
or common life.’”® Whereas at the end of book 1, Hume concludes
that the moral sense ‘must certainly acquire new force, when
reflecting on itself, it approves of those principles, from whence it is
deriv’d, and finds nothing but what is great and good in its rise and
origin’.?® The understanding, when it reflects on its own operations,
falls into doubt about and so subverts itself. But the moral sense
approves of and so reinforces itself. Therefore scepticism about the
understanding is in order, but scepticism about morality is not.
These facts suggest that Hume is relying on an account of
normativity which is completely general, applying to any kind of
purportedly normative claim. Let me define two terms that will
help express this view. Call a purportedly normative judgment a
‘verdict’, and the mental operation that gives rise to it a ‘faculty’.
The faculty of understanding gives rise to beliefs, which are ver-
dicts of conviction. The moral sense gives rise to moral sentiments
or verdicts of approval and disapproval. The faculty of taste gives
rise to verdicts of beauty. According to this theory a faculty’s ver-
dicts are normative if the faculty meets the following test: when the
Saculty takes itself and its own operations for its object, it gives a positive verdict.
Hume clearly thinks that the understanding fails this test. A
belief, according to Hume, is a sentiment of conviction, a lively
idea of the thing believed. He argues that the harder we press the
question whether we ought to believe our beliefs or whether they
are likely to be true, the more the degree of our conviction — that is,
the liveliness or vivacity of the ideas — will tend to diminish. So the
more we reason about whether reasoning is likely to lead us to the

% Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, 1.4.vii, pp. 267-268.
2 Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, m1.3.vi, p. 619.
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truth, the less confidence in the results of reasoning we will end up
having,*® The understanding in this way ‘subverts itself” when it
reflects on its own operations.®!

But the moral sense passes the reflexivity test. In the conclusion
of the Treatise, Hume says:

Were it proper in such a subject to bribe the readers assent, or employ any
thing but solid argument, we are here abundantly supplied with topics to
engage the affections. All lovers of virtue . . . must certainly be pleas’d to
see moral distinctions deriv’d from so noble a source, which gives us a just
notion both of the generosity and capacity of our nature. It requires but very
little knowledge of human affairs to perceive, that a sense of morals is a
principle inherent in the soul, and one of the most powerful that enters
into the composition. But this sense must certatnly acquire new force, when reflect-
ing on ztself it approves of those prmczples ﬁom whence 1t is deriv’d, and finds nothing
but what is great and good in its rise and origin . . . not only virtue must be
approv’d of, but also the sense of virtue: And not only that sense, but also
the principles from whence it 1s deriv’d. So that nothing is presented on
any side, but what is laudable and good.*

Reflection on the origin of our moral sentiments only serves to
strengthen those sentiments. The moral sense approves of its own
origins and workings and so it approves of tself.

2.2.6

I believe that Hume got the idea for this theory of normativity
from the moral sense theorist Francis Hutcheson. In his Hlustrations

% See Hume, 4 Treatise of Human Nature, 1.4.1, pp. 180185,

* Tignore a complication here. Hume is less sceptical about beliefs concerning matters in
‘common life’ than about metaphysical beliefs, but for a somewhat odd reason. Hume
means quite literally that philosophical enquiry into the grounds of belief tends to dimin-
ish the force and vivacity of belief. When we reason about reasoning itself, Hume thinks
that we will lose confidence in it, and this loss of confidence subverts our confidence in
any other piece of abstract reasoning. But beliefs about common life are, so to speak,
hardier, because of their connection to perception and to ideas which for us are forceful
and vivacious. The reasoning that leads us to scepticism is itself an abstract piece of rea-
soning and cannot successfully oppose these more vivacious thoughts. We can only
remain sceptical about beliefs in common life so long as we keep the sceptical arguments
before our minds, which we cannot do while we are thinking about common life.
Scepticism about metaphysical beliefs is more enduring. I set these rather strange views
forward in more detail in an unpublished paper, ‘Normativity as Reflexivity: Hume’s
Practical Justification of Morality’.

2 Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, 11.3.vi, p. 619, my emphasis.
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on the Moral Sense, Hutcheson imagines a rationalist who objects
that judgments of good and evil cannot come from a moral
sense, because we judge our senses themselves to be good or
evil*® For instance, we approve of a benevolence-approving
moral sense, while we would deplore a malice-approving moral
sense. These judgments would be trivial if they came from the
benevolence-approving moral sense itself. The argument is a
variant on one familiar argument against theological voluntarism
— that if God determines what is good and evil then we cannot
significantly judge God himself to be good — and like that argu-
ment it is intended to drive us to realism. Hutcheson replies this
way:

A sense approving benevolence would disapprove that temper which a sense
approving malice would delight in. The former would judge of the latter by
his own sense, so would the latter of the former. Each one would at first view
think the sense of the other perverted. But, then, is there no difference? Are
both senses equally good? No, certainly, any man who observed them would
think the sense of the former more desirable than of the latter; but this is
because the moral sense of every man is constituted in the former manner.
But were there any nature with no moral sense at all observing these two
persons, would he not think the state of the former preferable to that of the
latter? Yes, he might, but not from any perception of moral goodness in the
one sense more than in the other. Any rational nature observing two men
thus constituted with opposite senses might by reasoning see, not moral
goodness in one sense more than in the contrary, but a tendency to the
happiness of the person himself, who had the former sense in the one
constitution, and a contrary tendency in the opposite constitution.®*

His point is that goodness of a sense must be assessed from some
point of view from which we judge things to be good or bad, and
that we have a limited number of such points of view to which
we can appeal. We can judge the moral sense from the point of
view of the moral sense itself; we can judge it from the point of
view of benevolence towards others; or we can judge it from the
point of view of our own self-interest.* What we cannot do is
get outside of all of the points of view from which we judge
things to be good or bad and still coherently ask whether some-
% Hutcheson, Hustrations on the Moral Sense, p. 133.

3 Hutcheson, lllustrations on the Moral Sense, pp. 133-134.
% Hutcheson, Hllustrations on the Moral Sense, pp. 133-134.
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thing is good or bad. There is no place outside of our normative
points of view from which normative questions can be asked.

The same argument can of course be made about the normativ-
ity of the verdicts of the understanding. If we fall into doubt about
whether we really ought to believe what we find ourselves inclined to
believe — that is, if we fall into doubt about whether our beliefs are
true — we cannot dispel the doubt by comparing our beliefs to the
world to see whether they are true. We have no access to the world
except through the verdicts of the understanding itself, just as we
have no access to the good except through the verdicts of the various
points of view from which we make judgments of goodness.?® The
only point of view from which we can assess the normativity of the
understanding is therefore that of the understanding itself.

Itis thisline of thought, I believe, that gave Hume the idea for the
reflexivity test. It is, of course, complicated in the moral case by the
fact that there is more than one point of view from which we can
assess things as good or bad. This is what, in the later work, leads
Hume to use the more general reflective endorsement test instead.
But we can see reflexivity and reflective endorsement as working
together. For one of the reasons that the moral sense approves of
itself ¢s that morality contributes to our happiness, and the moral
sense approves of anything that contributes to people’s happiness.

2.2.7

Now let’s go back to the more general form of the realist’s objec-
tion. This was that the reflective endorsement test only shows
that morality is extrinsically normative, whereas what we want to
show is that it is intrinsically normative. The addition of the
reflexivity test does show that, or rather, it shows something that is
very close. It shows that human nature, moral government included, is

% In the case of the good or the obligatory, realists often think that an appeal to intuition
will help at this point: that is, they think that the fact what seems good really is good is con-
firmed by intuition. In the case of belief, no one will be tempted to think an appeal to
intuition is going to help. If each of our original beliefs has to be seconded by an intuitive
belief that beliefs are true, what in turn is to support that intuitive belief ? The asymmetry
exists because, as I argued in lecture 1, moral realists think that ethics is a theoretical
subject and that our relation to value is itself one of knowledge or belief. They see scepti-
cism about knowledge as a further stretch of scepticism rather than as something parallel
to scepticism about the good or the right.
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intrinsically normative, in a negative version of the sense required
by the realist argument: there is no intelligible challenge that can be
made to its claims. Within human nature, morality can coherently
be challenged from the point of view of self-interest, and self-inter-
est from the point of view of morality. Outside of human nature,
there is no normative point of view from which morality can be
challenged. But morality can meet the internal challenge that is
made from the point of view of self-interest, and it also approves of
itself. It is human nature to be governed by morality, and from every
point of view, including its own, morality earns its right to govern
us. We have therefore no reason to reject our nature, and can allow
it to be a law to us. Human nature, moral government included, 1s
therefore normative, and has authority for us.

Perhaps a comparison will make this thought seem more famil-
iar. According to the teleological ethics of the ancient world, to be
virtuous is to realize our true nature, to be the best version of what
we are. So it is to let our own nature be a law to us. And the Greeks
thought that since our own good would be realized in being the
best version of what we are, we have every reason to be virtuous.
Sentimentalism can be seen as a kind of negative surrogate of the
teleological ethics of the ancient world. According to the sentimen-
talists, we have no reason not to be the best version of what we are.*

% This is actually even clearer in Butler, who like Hume argues for the congruence of inter-
est and morality, but who also employs classical teleological notions freely. (See Butler,
sermons 1—3 of the Fifleen Sermons and of the Five Sermons, ‘Upon Human Nature® and the
preface, especially pp. 14~15.) There is another way to put this argument which brings it a
little closer to that of the voluntarists. If it is in our interest to be moral, then we suffer for
being immoral. And if we suffer for being immoral, then our nature is in a position to
punish us for being immoral. And by the voluntarist criterion of authority, that means
that our nature has authority over us, and is in a position to give us laws. I do not know
whether Hume had exactly this in mind, but I have sometimes thought it is the best way to
understand Shaftesbury, on whom Hume certainly drew. Hutcheson understood
Shaftesbury to be saying that interest is our motive for being moral, and many commenta-
tors have followed him in this. (See Hutcheson, Inquiry Concerning the Original of Our ldeas of
Beauty and Virtue, in Raphael 1, p. 263. Shaftesbury is not referred to by name, but is the
‘some other moralist[s]’ referred to in the first full paragraph of the page.) Butif [ am
right, Shaftesbury is saying that morality has authority over us because it can punish us,
and our motive, for Shaftesbury just as for Hobbes and for Pufendorf, is the motive of
duty. One piece of evidence for this is the fact that Shaftesbury places so much emphasis
on the fact that we will be made miserable by guilt, shame, and remorse if we are bad.
(See Shaftesbury, Characteristics of Men, Manners, Opinions, Times, pp. 305-317.) If
Shaftesbury were merely trying to say that morality is normative because it promotes our

interests, this appeal would be circular in the same way that Hume’s appeal to the sensible
knave’s loss of the pleasures of self-approval appears at first to be.
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BERNARD WILLIAMS

23.1

This brings us to a recent attempt to revive the virtue-oriented
ethics of the ancient world. In chapters 8 and g of Ethics and the
Limats of Phalosophy, Bernard Williams argues that there is a contrast
between the kind of objectivity we can hope to find in science and
that which we can hope to achieve in ethics. Williams accepts a
form of realism in the case of science, but rejects it in the case of
ethics.

Williams frames this contrast in terms of convergence, that is, in
terms of what might lead us to the best kind of agreement. In
science, the ideal form of convergence would be this: we come to
agree with one another in our beliefs because we are all converging
on the way the world really is. In ethics, this sort of convergence is
unavailable, and so another must be found.® This, as we will see, is
where reflective endorsement comes in.

2.3.2

Williams begins by solving a problem in the formulation of his con-
trast. The problem is essentially the same as the one that drove
Hume to suppose that only a reflexivity test could establish the
normativity of belief: that we can’t go outside of our beliefs in
order to determine whether they match the world, or whether they
correctly capture ‘the way the world really is’. Williams puts the
problem this way. We have a certain way of conceptualizing the
world, a conceptual scheme. One thing we might mean in talking
about ‘the way the world really is’ is whether we have applied our
concepts correctly. If we say that grass is green we have and if we
say that it is pink we have not. This notion is unproblematic, but it
seems to leave us no room to query our way of conceptualizing the
world itself.

It is interesting to note that Prichard argues that this is correct:
that is, he argues that there # no room to query our way of

% Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, p. 136.
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conceptualizing the world.* Just as he thinks the only way to
resolve a doubt about whether we are ‘really obligated’ — whether
obligation is normative — is to review the reasons why the action is
right, so he thinks the only way to resolve a doubt about whether
our beliefs are true is to review the reasons for those beliefs — in the
language I am using here, to make sure that the concepts we use
have been applied correctly. Here as before, the normative ques-
tion slips through our fingers because it is asked in the wrong way.
By asking the normative question in the form ‘s my belief really
true?’ Prichard is led to confuse it with the question whether my
concepts have been applied correctly.

But the normative question is a question about the status of the
concepts, not about whether they have been correctly applied. Is
our conceptual scheme adequate? Is it the correct one, or the best
one, or the one that captures the most, or the one that captures
what is ‘really true’ about the world? Philosophers will of course
disagree on whether any of these questions are coherent and, if so,
which one of them is the right one to ask. But since science leads us
to modify our conceptual scheme, and we think of these modifica-
tions as improvements, it does appear that some such question is in
order.

Williams proposes that we can capture the distinction between
the way the world really is and the way it seems to us by the forma-
tion of a kind of limiting conception which he calls ‘the “absolute
conception” of the world’.* The idea involves a contrast between
concepts which are more and less dependent on the particular per-
spective from which we view the world. For instance, we use colour
categories because we are visual, so colour concepts like ‘green’
and ‘pink’ are dependent on something about our own particular
perspective. The concept of a certain wavelength of light might be
less dependent.

Williams associates two other properties with a concept’s greater
independence from our particular perspectives. First, our use of
concepts which are more dependent on our own perspectives will
be explained in terms of a theory that employs concepts which are

% Prichard, ‘Does Moral Philosophy Rest on a Mistake?’, pp. 14-15.
** Williamns, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, p. 139.
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less dependent. So for instance our use of colour concepts might be
explained by a theory of vision which employs wavelength con-
cepts. Relatedly, and importantly, this theory (or some yet more
absolute theory in which it is embedded) will also justify our belief
that colour vision is a form of perception, that is, a way of learning
about the world, by the way that it explains it.*' Colour vision is a
way of learning about the world because it gives us information
about wavelengths, or something yet more ultimate, which we take
to be part of reality. Second, the more independent of our own
perspective a concept is, the more likely it is that it could be shared
by investigators who were unlike us in their ways of learning about
the world. Suppose that there are rational creatures on Mars who
cannot see colours but do something more like hear them, or
perhaps feel them in the form of vibrations. They could not use
colour concepts but they might be able to use wavelength concepts.
The more independent concepts are more shareable.

Williams thinks that the nearest thing we have to a conception of
‘the way the world really is’ is the conception of the world that 1s
maximally independent of our own perspective. And if we and the
alien investigators actually began to converge on such a conception
(and of course to agree on what judgments are correct within it)
then we would have reason to believe we were converging on what
the world is really like. This would be the best case of convergence
for science: our theories would come to converge with the theories
of other investigators because all of us were converging on the way
the world 1s.

2.3.3

I think there is a problem with this view, which I will just mention
and then lay aside. It concerns the question why we should think
that human ways of cognizing things are less speciosyncratic and
therefore more shareable with alien investigators than human
ways of perceiving things. Cognition does seem less perspective-
dependent than perception, but the air of obviousness about that
may come from the way we hammer out perceptual conflicts

' Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, p. 149.
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among ourselves, and it may have no wider application. We do, of
course, encounter other species who perceive the world differently
than we do (although so far none of them are scientific investiga-
tors). So we can easily imagine rational scientific investigators who
perceive the world differently, say like highly intelligent bats. But
why should we be confident that our ways of cognizing the world
are less dependent on our particular perspective than our ways of
perceiving it and so would be more shareable with them? And,
relatedly, how can we tell that one way of cognizing things is
more perspective-dependent than another? Presumably, Williams’s
answer to these worries will appeal to the first of the two properties
he associates with greater independence of perspective, the order
of scientific explanation.* That is, he will argue that perceptual
concepts should be judged to be more dependent on the pecu-
liarities of our perspective than cognitive ones because we can
explain the way we use the perceptual ones in terms of the purely
cognitive ones. When we are ranking purely cognitive concepts for
their dependence on perspective, the order of explanation is the
only thing that could be our guide. So the order of explanation
will turn out to be criterial of independence.*® But this is where
there is a problem. The view that the order of scientific explana-
tion determines which of our concepts are less dependent on our
perspective and so more shareable with alien investigators seems to
presuppose that what science gives us is a perspective-independent
way of conceptualizing the world. That is, it seems to presuppose
that what science gives us is knowledge of what the world is really
like.

I am inclined to conclude from this that Williams’s realism about

*2° As Peter Hylton pointed out to me, if Williams does appeal to the order of explanation in
the way I am suggesting then it has to be scientific explanations — that is, explanations
whose purposes are scientific ones — which are in question. The everyday explanations of
our own conduct which we offer to one another do not privilege the conceptual over the
perceptual in this way. If I am trying to explain to you why I brought home a green
orange it is just as good and a lot more efficient for me to say it looked like a lime to me
than to tell a story about wavelengths. Here my purpose is to get you to see how [ saw it,
not why I saw it that way.

Williams cannot use shareability as the ¢riterion of independence, because this leads to a
form of idealism and he is trying to argue for a form of realism. That is, he thinks that the
world is in his phrase what is ‘there anyway’ and not that it is simply that which all observ-
ers share.

4
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science, like Nagel’s about ethics, is really just a statement of his
confidence in the subject. In that case it is of course subject to the
same criticism as far as meeting sceptical worries is concerned. If
someone has fallen into doubt about whether ‘wavelengths’ have
any more to do with what the world is really like than ‘colours’ it
will not help to tell him that science explains colours in terms of
wavelengths. That science tells us what the world is really like is
exactly what he is doubting. But as I said eardier, for now I prefer to
set this worry aside.

2.3.4

The best sort of convergence in science is convergence guided by
the way the world really is. Now consider what the parallel would
be in ethics. Here too we must deal with a possible objection,
namely that there is nothing analogous to perceptual judgments in
ethics. Seeing the facts is one thing, and evaluating them in a
certain way is another. This sort of argument was popular among
early and mid-twentieth-century emotivists and prescriptivists. To
counter it, Williams notices, we may appeal to the existence of
what he calls ‘thick’ as opposed to ‘thin’ ethical concepts. Thin
ethical concepts —like right and good and ought —do not appear to
be world-guided, in the sense that their application does not
appear to be guided by the facts. Pure in their normativity, they are
like those little gold stars you can stick on anything. But thick
ethical concepts (Williams’s examples are coward, lie, brutality, and
gratitude) are world-guided and action-guiding at the same time.*
Only an action which is motivated in some way by fear can be
called cowardly, and yet to call an action cowardly is to suggest that
it ought not to be done.”

Of course the prescriptivist or emotivist has his own account
of these concepts. He thinks that their world-guidedness is one

* Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, pp. 140-141.

5 Williams says that thick concepts often provide reasons for action (or refraining) but of
course strictly speaking this is not true of ‘cowardly’. To say that an action is cowardly is
to suggest that there is a reason not to do it but not to mention what that reason is.
Something in the situation is worth overcoming human fearfulness for, but the term
doesn’t tell us what. This is because courage is a so-called executive virtue. Williams’s
other examples are of more directly reason-providing concepts.
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thing and that their action-guidingness is another. The facts tell
us which actions are motivated by fear, and when we disapprove
of those actions or want to discourage others from doing them, we
project our pejorative feelings on to them. So the word ‘cowardly’
1s just a pejorative way of describing an act motivated by fear,
used when we want to express our feelings or influence our neigh-
bours.

The difficulty with this analysis is that it suggests that it would
be possible to use a thick ethical concept with perfect accuracy
even if you were completely incapable of appreciating the value
which it embodies. Williams argues that this is implausible. Of
course he does not mean that we can only use evaluative concepts
when we ourselves actually endorse the values in question. But we
apply such concepts by entering imaginatively into the world of
those who have the values, not merely by applying a set of factual
criteria.®® We have to see the world through their eyes. This
makes it natural to think of judgments employing thick ethical
concepts as perceptual ones. And that in turn makes it natural
to think that, like other perceptual judgments, they are a kind of
knowledge.

2.3.5

I say that the sky is blue, and my visitor from Mars says that it
makes a humming noise. Are we agreeing? Certainly we don’t mean
the same thing, since I am talking about how the sky looks and he 1s
talking about how it sounds. Yet when we reflect on these views we
find that the things we both say have implications which are
expressible in terms of a more absolute concept, that of wave-
lengths. And when we look at those implications our judgments are
found to converge. Here we find grounds for confidence that both
of our perceptions are guiding us rightly: they are ways of knowing
about the world. Now take this case. The medicine man says that
killing the black snake will charm away the evil spirit. And we take
‘charming away the evil spirit’ to have implications expressible in
terms of what we take to be a more absolute concept, let’s say that

* Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, pp. 141-142.
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of curing an illness. And probably we think he is wrong: killing
snakes is not a way of curing illnesses.*’

What would the parallels be in ethics? They might look some-
thing like this. The Monk says that lying is sinful, and the Knight
says that it 1s dishonourable. Certainly they do not mean exactly the
same thing, for the Monk is saying something about the lie’s effect
on his soul, and about how it relates him to his God, while the
Knight is saying something about the lie’s effect on his reputation —
on his ‘character’ in the older, more public sense of the word —and
how it relates him to his social world. But we take both of their
remarks to have implications for what we think is a more absolute
concept ~ the lie is wrong, and ought not to be told — and here we
find they converge. And we may think, in this case, that the conver-
gence shows that their concepts are guiding them towards what we
take to be a moral truth; or that they correctly reflect a moral
reality: say, that there are certain kinds of actions which you cannot
do without being personally diminished or disfigured, and that this
is related to their wrongness.

On the other hand, suppose the Knight says he will be dis-
honoured unless he fights a duel with the man who has insulted
him. If we take this to have the implication that trying to kill
someone who has hurt your feelings is required, or even all right,
we shall have to disagree. But now this is a conclusion which we
should be uncomfortable with, and this is precisely because there is
a world-guided side to the idea of dishonour. The Knight’s reputa-
tion, his position in his social world, may be damaged in exactly the
ways that he foresees and has in mind when he says he will be dis-
honoured. What is for kim his identity may be diminished and dis-
figured just as it would have been by telling the lie. Facts of this sort
should give us pause about whether he is, after all, using the idea of
dishonour in a way that has implications for what is morally right
or wrong in our sense of those words.

Y7 He might be right, of course. There might be some story to tell about placebo effects —
perhaps killing the black snake really works because the patient believes it will. Or
perhaps the patient knows that if killing the black snake doesn’t work the medicine man
will try to frighten the evil spirit off by doing something dreadful to the patient, and this
prospect frightens the patient into getting well. We don’t know enough about medicine to
know, and all that matters for the point is that we know roughly how such stories would
have to go in order for us to be convinced by them.



74 CHRISTINE KORSGAARD

23.6

Thinking about such cases may lead us to conclude that after all
the analogy with the scientific case doesn’t hold. We may see the
medicine man as trying to cause health, but we should not see the
Knight as trying to figure out what it is morally right to do. We
should not even, according to Williams, assume that we share with
the Knight any general sense of what 1t is right or all right to do,
about which our views and the Knight’s both have implications.
Instead Williams propose a different way in which we might look at
the ethical beliefs of others:

On the other model we shall see their judgments as part of their way of
living, a cultural artifact they have come to inhabit (although they have
not consciously built it). On this, nonobjectivist, model, we shall take a
different view of the relations between that practice and critical reflec-
tion. We shall not be disposed to see the level of reflection as implicitly
already there, and we shall not want to say that their judgments have, just
as they stand, these implications [that is, implications about what it is right
or all right to do].**

The proposal is that we should see their values not as their best
approximations of the truth about rightness, but rather as a kind of
habitation. Their values form a part of the structure of the social
world in which they live.

But this does not mean that we cannot make any evaluative
judgments about their values. We can ask whether their social
world, that is, the world that is made of those values, is a good place
for human beings to live. This is still, in a broad sense, an ethical
question, but our resources for answering it are not tied to any par-
ticular system of values. Questions about the suitability of a
habitat are answered with reference to the health and flourishing of
the creatures who live in it. Williams suggests that a theory of
human nature, drawing on the resources of the social as well as the
physical sciences, could guide our reflections about what makes for
human flourishing. And those reflections in turn could enable us
to assess whether a given system of values promoted human

8 Williams, Fthics and the Limits of Philosophy, p. 147.
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flourishing.* Williams mentions psychoanalytic theory as one such
resource, and of course it is impossible not to think of Freud in this
context, with his gloomy view that ‘the cultural superego . . . does
not trouble itself enough about the facts of the mental constitution
of human beings’.®® It does seem natural to say that societies in
which girls wish passionately that they had been born boys, or in
which suicide motivated by feelings of personal worthlessness is
common, or in which large segments of the population are sexually
dysfunctional, are suffering from their values.

Williams proposes that if we find that a social world promoted
the best life or at least a flourishing life for human beings, this
would justify the values embodied in that social world. The struc-
ture of justification would be very different from the realist struc-
ture he thinks we can find in the case of scientific belief. The
justification would not be that we find upon reflection that the
values are true, or that they are reliable guides to the truth about
morally right action the way colours are reliable guides to the truth
about wavelengths. Williams suggests that the only ethical belief
that might survive at the reflective level would be the belief ‘that a
certain kind of life was best for human beings’.>' The justification
of other ethical beliefs would be that it is good for human beings to
lead a life that is guided and governed by those beliefs.

2.3.7

So far, in detailing Williams’s view, I have been talking, as Williams
does, as if from the point of view of an outside observer of an alien
society. But when we imagine this same reflective exercise being
carried out by a member of the society in question, it becomes
clear that the structure of justification here is one of reflective
endorsement. Hume, as we saw earlier, reverses the realist ordering
of things, and argues that vice is bad because we disapprove of  it.
In a similar way, Williams thinks that ethical value is projected on
to the world by our ethical beliefs. Both would deny that it is coher-
ent to ask whether our values are true independently of our own

¥ Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, pp. 45, 152-153.
5% Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, p. 45; Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents, p. go.
t Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, p. 154.
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moral or ethical sentiments. The only question left to ask is
whether it is good for us to have those sentiments, and that question
must be answered from the perspective of the other practical
claims our nature makes on us. Where Hume establishes normativ-
ity by showing that morality is congruent with self-interest,
Williams asserts that it would have to be established by congruence
with human flourishing.

2.3.8

Like Hume, Williams entertains the possibility that this will not be
the result. But the prospect is in one way a more alarming one for
Hume. Hume believes that he is talking about a set of evaluative
concepts that are deeply grounded in human nature and human
psychology. He supposes that if reflection yielded the result that
morality is bad for the individual, the truth would have to be sunk
in ‘eternal silence and oblivion’ in the interests of social order.
Williams, by contrast, supposes that different cultures provide us
with different sets of values. He sees the reflective test more as a
method for choosing among them. When cultures come into what
he calls ‘real confrontation’, their members, forced by that
confrontation to reflect on the value of their values, may lose con-
fidence in them, and come to the conclusion that some other values
would lead to a better way of life.*? The result will not be that they
will decide that their old beliefs were false, or even that after all they
did not know what, say, sin or honour was. It will be that they will
stop using those concepts altogether.

In one case, a case of our own, this description of changing
values rings true. Consider the uneasy fate of the evaluative con-
cepts ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’. People who have fallen into
doubt about the values embodied in these concepts and the way of
life to which they once led us do not argue about whether they track
the ethical truth. People who have already decided against these
values do not run around telling us that masculinity and femininity
are false or wrong. If someone says that aggressiveness is not femi-
nine the response to him will not be that aggressiveness s feminine

32 Williams, Ethics and the Limuts of Philosophy, pp. 160fT.
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or that aggressiveness is great. The response is ‘let’s not talk that
way’. The complaint that has been launched against these values is
not that they were false or misleading but that they were strait-
jackets, stunting everybody’s growth. It is that people who hold
themselves and others to these ideals do not flourish. They must
therefore be abandoned or revised.

2.3.9

There is even an element of reflexivity in Williams’s view. Williams
borrows the idea that morality is a projection of human disposi-
tions from Aristotle rather than from Hume. Now Aristotle
assumed that an ethically good life must be good for the person
whose life it is. And Aristotle, again like Hume, has been accused of
harbouring some form of egoism under this assumption.
Defending Aristotle against this charge, Williams says:

The answer to this problem lies in the vital fact that the Anstotelian
accounts puts substantive ethical dispositions into the content of the self. I
am, at the time of mature reflection, what I have become, and my reflec-
tion, even if it is about my dispositions, must at the same time be expres-
sive of them. I think about ethical goods from an ethical point of view that
I have already acquired and that is part of whatTam.®

As Williams points out, Aristotle’s question is not whether an eth-
ically good life serves some set of interests which are defined inde-
pendently of the person’s ethical nature. The Aristotelian agent
asks about ethical value from an ethical point of view. Or, if he
does try to reflect on his ethical dispositions from a point of view
outside of those dispositions, from the point of view of his other
needs and capacities, the important question will be:

whether there is anything in the view of things he takes from the outside
that conflicts with the view of things he takes from the inside. For
Aristotle, the virtuous agent would find no such conflict. He could come
to understand that the dispositions that gave him his ethical view of the
world were a correct or full development of human potentiality
. . . Also, this perfection could be displayed harmoniously, so that the

5% Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, p. 51.
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development of those ethical capacities would fit with other forms of
human excellence. Aristotle’s theory means that when the agent reflects,
even from the outside, on all his needs and capacities, he will find no con-
flict with his ethical dispositions.>*

Again, the conclusion is that our ethical dispositions are judged
good from every point of view which makes practical claims on us,
including their own point of view. And in this way normativity is
established.

JOHN STUART MILL

2.4.1

John Stuart Mill provides us with a third, although slightly aber-
rant, case of a philosopher who uses the reflective endorsement
method. Before I discuss the similarities, I want to say why the case
is aberrant. The two philosophers I have been discussing so far
both deny any form of substantive moral realism, and believe that
morality, including moral motivation, is grounded in human dis-
positions. Whether those dispositions are natural, as Hume sup-
poses, or cultivated by life in a particular social world, as Williams
thinks, the question of their normativity is simply whether they are
reinforced or undermined by reflection. The answer, as we have
seen, is that reflection supports them if they nurture or at least
harmonize with the other dispositions that make practical claims
on us. If morality harmonizes with and promotes these, then we
have reason to be glad we have a moral nature, and not to try to
cast it away. If not, we might come to regard morality as a sort of
sickness that humanity should get over, as Freud and Nietzsche
sometimes seemed to do.>

But Mill, unlike Hume and Williams, is most naturally read as a
kind of moral realist, a naturalistic realist who thinks that the
desirable is the good. In chapter 4 of Utilitarianism, Mill provides us

> Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, p. 52.

> 1 do not think that this is the final position of either Freud or Nietzsche. Instead they think
that our moral nature needs to be reformed and modified in certain ways in order to
prevent it from making us ill, or, in Nietzche’s case, to return it to the form of strength
from which it originated. I say a little more about this in lecture 4, 4.3.14.
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with what is supposed to be a ‘proof” of the principle of utility.
The proof assumes the truth of consequentialism, and therefore
takes questions of what to do to be tantamount to questions of
what is good. These in turn are questions about what is desirable,
and Mill undertakes to prove the principle of utility by showing
that pleasure and the absence of pain are the only things that are
desirable.” It is natural, and not altogether wrong, to understand
this as implying that Mill thinks that desire is the source of
normativity, in the sense that all reasons for action ultimately
spring from it.>’

But Mill does not suppose that acceptance of this proof, all by
itself, will motivate anyone to the practice of utilitarianism. This is
clear from the previous chapter, where Mill discusses the ‘sanc-
tions’ that bind us to moral practice. He argues there that there are
two kinds of sanctions to moral practice, external and internal.
External sanctions are provided by rewards and punishments, the
love of others (and of God) with its consequent desire to please
them, and so on. An internal sanction is ‘a feeling in our own mind,
a pain, more or less intense, attendant on violation of duty, which
in properly cultivated moral natures rises, in the more serious cases,
into shrinking from it as an impossibility’.** Some people think
such conscientious feelings serve as a divine guide to moral
conduct. But according to Mill, internal sanctions are not intrinsi-
cally connected to any particular principle of conduct, any more
than external ones are. Instead, human experience shows that by ‘a
sufficient use of the external sanctions and of the force of early
impressions’ the internal sanctions or conscientious feelings can be

56 More properly speaking, pleasure and the absence of pain are the characteristics that
make all desirable things desirable, since Mill wants to insist that we desire many different
things for their own sake. See Utilitarianism, pp. 35-37.

Alternatively, we might suppose that Mill thinks that pleasure and pain are the sources of
normativity, perhaps the more usual utilitarian view. For in one place, in startling
anticipation of Sidgwick, Mill says:

5

3

If there be anything innate in the matter, I see no reason why the feeling which is innate should not be
regard to the pleasures and pains of others. If there is any principle of morality which is intuitively
obligatory, I should say it must be that. If so, the intuitive ethics would coincide with the utilitarian,
and there would be no further quarrel between them. (p. 29)

Whether we suppose Mill thinks the desirable or the pleasant is the source of normativity,
this passage shows how close to the realist tradition Mill sometimes comes.
38 Mill, Utilitarianism, p. 27.
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‘cultivated in almost any direction’. Indeed, Mill says, ‘there is
hardly anything so absurd or so mischievous that it may not, by
means of these influences, be made to act on the human mind with
all the authority of conscience’.’® Since neither sort of sanction is
intrinsically connected to any particular moral principle, and each
can be connected to any principle of conduct, Mill concludes that
‘there 1s no reason why [the principle of utility] might not have . . .
all of the sanctions which belong to any other system of morals’.%
One can be trained to be a conscientious utilitarian as well as any-
thing else.

2.4.2

Mill’s separation of the proof of the principle of utility from his
account of its sanctions is not exactly the same as Hume’s sepa-
ration of theoretical from practical philosophy. But it can leave
you with the same odd impression that the question of norma-
tivity has fallen between the cracks. The bare fact that you accept
the proof doesn’t seem to obligate you to utilitarian conduct, at
least if we suppose that obligation requires the presence of a
motive. Mill apparently thinks that motives are instilled by train-
ing and education, not aroused by argument. On the other hand,
the bare fact that you have been trained to have conscientious
feelings which motivate you to utilitarian conduct doesn’t seem to
obligate you to such conduct either, since Mill admits that you
might have such feelings about anything, no matter how ‘absurd
or mischievous’. Where then does the obligation come from?
Careful reading only adds to the puzzle, for within a single para-
graph he identifies ‘the source of obligation’ and the ‘binding
force’ of morality with the sanctions and motives we have for
practising it, and yet he also suggests that morality ‘derives its
obligation’ from the principle of utility.5' And yet for him these

% Mill, Utilitarianism, p. 30. % Mill, Utilitarianism, p. 27.

& Chapter 3, paragraph one. The latter remark comes in the context of an explanation why
the ordinary person is inclined to challenge the obligatory force of utilitarianism. This
ordinary person supposes that customary morality is ‘in itself obligatory’ and ‘when
asked to believe that this morality derives its obligation from some general principle
around which custom has not thrown the same halo, the assertion is to him a paradox . . .°
(p. 26). The general principle referred to is of course that of utility.
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two things are separate and so it seems that they cannot both be
the source of obligation.

At this point it may be helpful to bring in a piece of contempo-
rary jargon, and to situate this discussion towards the debate which
it invokes. So far, almost all of the philosophers whom I have been
discussing are (or at least aspire to be) what we would now call
‘internalists’, in the general sense that they believe that moral
considerations necessarily have some power to motivate us.
Internalists believe that when a person has a duty, say, or knows
that she has, she 50 facto has a motive for doing that duty.®* And up
until now, I have been more or less operating under two assump-
tions in these lectures: first, that internalism in this general sense is
correct, and second, that internalism in this general sense does not
exhaust the question of normativity. Once we see what the motives
morality provides us with are — how moral ideas are able to moti-
vate us in a given case — we can still ask whether we endorse those
motives.

Now Mill’s separation of the proof of the principle of utility
from its sanctions suggests that he is an externalist. He does not
expect the proof by itself to motivate us to the practice of utilitar-
ianism. The motives for moral practice do not come from moral
knowledge or understanding, nor do they necessarily accompany
the correct application of moral concepts. Instead they come from
an upbringing which has supplied us with the relevant internal
sanctions. If morality does not of itself provide us with motives
then the way in which I have been asking the normative question —
which is, roughly, ‘should we allow ourselves to be moved by the
motives which morality provides?’ — seems slightly out of order.
Actually, something like this is also true of the early twentieth-
century rational intuitionists, who thought of the motive of duty as
something like a natural desire that takes duty for its object, rather
than as a motive inevitably connected with the thought of duty,
and who therefore are strictly speaking externalists. Yet this does
not seem to matter, for we can ask the normative question this way:
‘should we allow ourselves to be moved by such motives as may be

8 See Nagel, The Possibility of Altruism, chapter 11; my ‘Skepticism about Practical Reason’,
and the other works I refer to there.
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provided for morality (either by nature or by training)?’ with the
same effect. And that, as we are about to see, is exactly what Mill
does.®

Hume’s answer, as we have seen, was that normativity emerges
when the two sides of philosophy can work together in a certain
way. The anatomy of morality is lovely enough to withstand our
gaze, and so the practical philosopher need only paint the truth.
Mill’s answer, in a similar way, is that morality is normative when
reflection on our moral concepts leads us to be glad that moral
motives have been instilled in us. What we have so far imagined
taking place within philosophical reflection is what Mill imagines
happening within the maturing individual. Internal sanctions, as
we have seen, can and have been connected to any sort of conduct,
including that which is wholly arbitrary. But, Mill says:

moral associations which are wholly of artificial creation, when the intel-
lectual culture goes on, yield by degrees to the dissolving force of analyss;
and if the feeling of duty, when associated with utility, would appear
equally arbitrary . . . it might happen that this association also, even after
it had been implanted by education, might be analyzed away.**

Utilitarian motivation would come to seem arbitrary, according to

Mill:

if there were no leading department of our nature, no powerful class of
sentiments, with which that association would harmonize, which would
make us feel congenial and incline us not only to foster it in others (for
which we have abundant interested motives), but also to cherish it in our-
selves . . .%°

% In spite of what I have just said, I should confess that I think that, at least if internalism is
formulated in a certain way, it can be argued that no externalist theory has a chance of
establishing normativity. Such an argument is in the background of my ‘Kant’s Analysis
of Obligation: The Argument of Foundations r’. I have not chosen to take that line in these
lectures for two reasons. First of all, the kind of argument I have in mind eliminates too
many traditional theories from the contest for normative success too quickly and without
stopping to examine their own proposals for establishing normativity. Leaving the inter-
nalism requirement out of the argument allows us to listen to philosophers like Mill and
Prichard a little longer, to see what they do have to say. Second, there is at present so much
disagreement in the literature about what internalism is, which of its characteristics are
definitive, and what it implies that introducing the issue has become almost a guaranteed
way of introducing confusion.

& Mill, Utlitarianism, p. g0. % Mill, Utilitarianism, p. 30.
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But, he continues:

there is this basis of powerful natural sentiment; and this it is which, when
once the general happiness is recognized as the ethical standard, will con-
stitute the strength of the utilitarian morality. This firm foundation is that
of the social feelings of mankind — the desire to be in unity with our fellow
creatures, which is already a powerful principle in human nature, and
happily one of those which tend to become stronger, even without express
inculcation, from the influences of advancing civilization . . .%

2.4.3

Suppose someone has been brought up in some puritanical relig-
ion, and has been taught from childhood onward that it is wrong to
dance. His education, along with the more brutal forms of train-
ing, have instilled in him a horror of the activity, so that he ‘shrinks
from it as an impossibility’. As he grows older, the natural onset of
reflection, helped along by exposure to others who do not share his
view, causes him to call this view and the motives that support it
into question. Mill does not say exactly what sort of analysis he has
in mind, but I do not think we need to imagine the agent investigat-
ing the philosophical grounds of the wrongness of dancing. We
may imagine him to be, as so many people are, a kind of primitive
and unconscious intuitionist, so that the question he asks himself is
not ‘why after all is dancing wrong?” but simply ‘is dancing really
wrong?’ There he sits, watching his friends whirling away: unable
not to enjoy the beauty of the music, feeling its rhythm in his feet,
hungering for the sheer pleasure of the physical activity, attracted
by the erotic and social character of the scene. Everything in him
that is natural, physical, and sociable protests against what is an
unnatural and arbitrary restriction. Once out of the range of his
parents and their sanctions, what could be easier, and more
natural, than for him to say to himself ‘I do not see what’s wrong
with this’ and to join in the dance?

But suppose instead that he has been taught that it is his duty
to promote the happiness of others, and to shrink from hurting
them as an impossibility. Now some occasion comes along in

8 Mill, Utilitarianism, pp. 30-31.
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which he could promote his own interests at the expense of
someone else. He’s seen the advertisement first and he would like
to buy the house. He wouldn’t live in it, but it is near the college
and it would bring in a good rent. But he knows how much she
loves that house; it was her parents’ home before they went bank-
rupt and she has always hoped it would go on the market so that
she could buy it back. Still, he did see the advertisement first, and
all is fair in love and the market. Would it really be wrong just to
buy it and not tell her? But this time sympathy, sociability, and the
desire to be in unity with his fellows rise up against the question.
He can imagine her disappointment later when she learns the
opportunity has come and gone, and his sympathy goes out to her.
He can imagine her confronting him with what he has done - ‘you
knew how much I wanted it, and you could at least have given me
the chance to make a bid’ — and he shrinks from the thought of
her anger and of the contention between them. He shrinks just as
much from the idea of trying to keep his ownership secret, and
having to look away in embarrassment when she wonders aloud
whether those people will ever sell. His social feelings, his desire to
be in unity with others, are all on the side of his conscience. Mill
writes:

This feeling in most individuals is much inferior in strength to their selfish
feelings, and is often wanting altogether. But to those who have it, it pos-
sesses all the characters of a natural feeling. It does not present itself to
their minds as a superstition of education or a law despotically imposed
by the power of society, but as an attribute which it would not be well for
them to be without. This conviction is the ultimate sanction of the greatest
happiness morality.®’

On reflection we would be glad to find ourselves to be people who
shrink from hurting others as an impossibility. Although the
motives which obligate us to utilitarian conduct are the effect of
training, it is training which we think it would not be well for us to
be without. The utilitarian sense of obligation, being in harmony
with our social and sympathetic nature, is sustained by reflection,
and therefore it is normative.

57 Mill, Unlitarianism, p. 33, my emphasis.
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THE REFLECTIVE AGENT

2.5.1

But on reflection, it is really very obscure what Mill thinks this
argument can accomplish. That is, what effect is it supposed to
have on his reader? If you have been raised as a utilitarian, I
suppose it might provoke exactly the sort of reflections it describes,
and so in this roundabout way help you to sustain your sense of
obligation. But most of Mill’s intended audience had not been so
raised. Uttlitarianism was written to persuade people to become
utilitarians, not to belay the sceptical worries of utilitarians in
danger of lapse. But if you have not been raised as a utilitarian, is
this argument supposed to help motivate you to become one? In
that case it looks as if arguments can motivate us after all, and we do
not need to have the sanctions instilled by training and education
as Mill apparently thinks. But then why doesn’t the ‘proof” of the
principle of utility do that job? On the other hand, if these argu-
ments cannot motivate the reader to become a utilitarian then how
can it show that utilitarianism is normative? What the argument
about the sanction actually seems to do is to prove that if there
were any utilitarians then their morality would be normative for
them. But why on earth should Mill’s readers care about that? Are
we to imagine that they would like to become utilitarians but are
afraid that it would not be normative? How could they have got
nto that predicament? If they have already endorsed utilitarianism
presumably they already find it normative. So what does Mill think
he 1s doing?

Mill does have a sort of answer to this question. Mill thinks that
common sense morality is really based on the principle of utility,
since he thinks that ordinary moral rules are something like induc-
tive generalizations from many particular calculations of utility. So
ordinary morality is really implicitly utilitarian. But Mill cannot
appeal to that argument here, since his reader doesn’t acknowledge
that his own morality is really based on utility, and part of the reason
he doesn’t acknowledge it is that he doesn’t see how utilitarianism
can be obligatory.

Mill has lost track of an essential point. The normative question
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must be answered in a way that addresses the agent who asks it. And
according to Mill’s own theory this argument cannot address the
agents it is meant for. If they are not utilitarians, it cannot matter to
them that utilitarianism would seem normative to people who had
been brought up to it. So Mill misses his target altogether.

2.5.2

Reflection, Bernard Williams tells us, can destroy knowledge.®
History illustrates the point, for when Bentham reflected on
Hume’s theory of the virtues, he became a utilitarian.%
Unfortunately, it looks as if there is a route from Hume to
Bentham. And it is a route that leads through reflection, and in par-
ticular, through the reflection of agents.

We have seen that in Hume’s theory just actions are done from
the motive of obligation. Sympathy with the public interest
inspires us with a sentiment of disapproval when we think of injus-
tice, and this motivates us to avoid it ourselves. Now let us consider
a slightly more attractive version of Hume’s sensible knave. Our
knave 1s the lawyer for a rich client who has recently died, leaving
his money to medical research. In going through the client’s papers
the lawyer discovers a will of more recent date, made without the
lawyer’s help but in due form, leaving the money instead to the
client’s worthless nephew, who will spend it all on beer and comic
books. The lawyer could easily suppress this new will, and she is
tempted to do so. She is also a student of Hume, and believes the
theory of the virtues that we find in A Treatise of Human Nature. So
what does she say to herself?

Well, she says to herself that she would disapprove of herself if
she did this. She hates unjust actions and the people who perform
them. But since the lawyer knows Hume’s theory she also knows
why she would disapprove of herself. She would disapprove of
herself because unjust actions have a general tendency to bring
% Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, p. 148.

% This is by Bentham’s own report. In a well-known footnote in A Fragment on Government

(1776), Bentham reports that when he read Hume’s Treatise, ‘I felt as if' the scales had fallen

from my eyes’ {p. 50 n.2). What he learned from Hume was ‘that ufility was the test and

measure of all virtue; . .. and that the obligation to minister to general happiness, was an
obligation paramount to and inclusive of every other’ (p. 51 n.2).
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down the system of justice. But she also knows that her distaste for
such actions is caused by their general tendency, not their actual
effects. As Hume has shown, our moral sentiments are influenced
by ‘general rules’. And our lawyer knows that this particular unjust
action will have no actual effects but good ones. It will not bring
down the system of justice, and it will bring much-needed money
to medical research.”

The lawyer believes that her disapproval of this action depends
on the fact that actions of this kind usually have bad effects which
this one does not have. It is almost inconceivable that believing this
will have no effect on her disapproval itself. Her own feeling of dis-
approval may seem to her to be, In this case, poorly grounded, and
therefore in a sense irrational. And this may lead her to set it aside,
or if she can’t, to resist its motivational force. She may say to
herself: since I approve of just actions because they are, generally
speaking, useful, why not simply do what will be useful? And then
of course she is not a Humean any more; she is a utilitarian.”!

Hume has a defence against this point, but it is a defence of the
wrong kind. Consider once more the original sensible knave. What
does he lose by his knavery? According to Hume, he loses his char-
acter with himself, his pleasing sense of self-worth. As I argued
earlier, this does not depend on his moral beliefs, or on whether he
endorses the claims of morality. Since sympathy makes him see
himself through the eyes of others, who would disapprove of him
for his injustice, it will happen anyway. But that is exactly the
problem. To see this, it might help to recall the case with which I
began, the evolutionary theory of morality. One possibility I con-
sidered in connection with that theory was that our moral instincts
would be so strong that they could move us, or at least make us mis-
erable, even if we decided that their claims on us were illegitimate.
The theory might then explain moral conduct, including the

7 In the footnote in 4 Fragment of Government immediately prior to the famous one discussed

in n. 69 above, Bentham describes book ni of Hume’s Treatise and his own reaction to it
this way: “That the foundations of all virtue are laid in utility, is there demonstrated, after a
few exceptions made, with the strongest force of evidence: but 1see not . . . what need
there was for the exceptions’ (p. 50 n.1).

There might be arguments of a familiar rule-utilitarian kind against the action she is con-
sidering, but if she is moved by those arguments she is still now a utilitarian and not a
Humean, at least not in the sense of the Treatise.

~
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’

conduct of people who know the theory. But it would not be nor-
mative, because the people themselves would not think that their
conduct was justified. If they could cure themselves of their
instincts they would. And that is the trouble here. If Hume is right,
the lawyer may find that she cannot destroy a valid will without
intense feelings of humility or self-hatred. These may or may not
be strong enough to cause her to desist. But even if they are there
will have been normative failure. The lawyer does not believe that
the claims her moral feelings make on her in this case are well-
grounded. If she could cure herself of them then that is what she
would do.

253
The difficulty in this case is not, strictly speaking, a difficulty with

the reflective endorsement strategy. It arises most immediately
from something particular to Hume’s view: the fact that the moral
sentiments are supposed to be influenced by ‘general rules’, rules
which do not hold in every case. Such rules cause us to disapprove
of certain dispositions or character traits, which are themselves
tendencies of a general kind. But that disapproval will be trans-
ferred to each and every exercise of the disposition in question only
if we forget that the rules that cause it are merely general.

But the difficulty does show us something important about the
reflective endorsement method. Consider again the knavish
lawyer. She has asked herself whether her feeling of disapproval is
really a reason — and now I mean a normative reason — not to do the
action, and in this case she has found that it is not. She only dis-
approves of injustice because it is usually counterproductive. But
this act, isolated and secret, will be useful in every way. So now she
thinks she has a reason to do it.

Or does she? Why should her reflection stop there? We said that
she was a convinced Humean, so she rejects realism. She therefore
does not think the fact that an action is useful is in and of itself a
reason for doing it, that is, she does not think that utility is an intrin-
sically normative consideration. So why should she be moved by
utility, any more than by disapproval? Perhaps she now finds that
she is wnclined to be moved by the thought of utility, but that is no
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more a reason than the fact that she was inclined to be moved by dis-
approval before. She can also ask whether this new inclination is
really a reason for action. What is to stop her from continuing to
ask that question, from pushing reflection as far as it will go?

If the reflective endorsement of our dispositions is what estab-
lishes the normativity of those dispositions, then what we need in
order to establish the normativity of our more particular motives
and inclinations is the reflective endorsement of those. That after
all is the whole point of using the reflective endorsement method to
justify morality: we are supposing that when we reflect on the
things which we find ourselves inclined to do, we can then accept
or reject the authority those inclinations claim over our conduct,
and act accordingly.

But what I have just described is exactly the process of thought
that, according to Kant, characterizes the deliberations of the
autonomous moral agent. According to Kant, as each impulse to
action presents itself to us, we should subject it to the test of reflec-
tion, to see whether it really is a reason to act. Since a reason is sup-
posed to be intrinsically normative, we test a motive to see whether
itis a reason by determining whether we should allow it to be a law
to us. And we do that by asking whether the maxim of acting on it
can be willed as a law.

Hume and Williams see the test of reflective endorsement as a
philosophical exercise, used to establish the normativity of our
moral dispositions and sentiments. But according to Kant, it is not
merely that. The test of reflective endorsement is the test used by
actual moral agents to establish the normativity of all their particu-
lar motives and inclinations. So the reflective endorsement test is
not merely a way of justifying morality. ¢ is morality itself- In the next
lecture, I will elaborate this view.



LECTURE §

The authority of reflection

Christine Korsgaard

Shall I not reckon among the perfections of the human
understanding that it can reflect upon itself? Consider its
habits as dispositions arising from past actions? Judge which
way the mind inclines? And direct itself to the pursuit of what
seems fittest to be done? Our mind is conscious to itself of all
its own actions, and both can and often does observe what
counsels produced them; it naturally sits a judge upon its own
actions, and thence procures to itself either tranquillity and
joy, or anxiety and sorrow. In this power of the mind, and the
actions thence arising consists the whole force of conscience,
by which it proposes laws to itself, examines its past and regu-
lates its future conduct. Richard Cumberland'

INTRODUCTION

0T

Over the course of the last two lectures I have sketched the way in
which the normative question took shape in the debates of modern
moral philosophy. Voluntarists try to explain normativity in what is
in some sense the most natural way: we are subject to laws, includ-
ing the laws of morality, because we are subject to lawgivers. But
when we ask why we should be subject to those lawgivers, an
infinite regress threatens. Realists try to block that regress by postu-
lating the existence of entities — objective values, reasons, or obli-
gations — whose intrinsic normativity forbids further questioning,
But why should we believe in these entities? In the end, it seems, we

' Cumberland, Treatise of the Laws of Nature, 1672, in Schneewind 1, pp. 146-147.

go
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will be prepared to assert that such entities exist only because —and
only if — we are already confident that the claims of morality are
Justified.

The reflective endorsement theorist tries a new tack. Morality is
grounded in human nature. Obligations and values are projections
of our own moral sentiments and dispositions. To say that these
sentiments and dispositions are justified is not to say that they track
the truth, but rather to say that they are good. We are the better for
having them, for they perfect our social nature, and so promote our
self-interest and our flourishing.

But the normative question is one that arises in the heat of
action. It is as agents that we must do what we are obligated to do,
and it is as agents that we demand to know why. So it is not just our
dispositions, but rather the particular motives and impulses that
spring from them, that must seem to us to be normative. It is this
line of thought that presses us towards Kant. Kant, like the realist,
thinks we must show that particular actions are right and particular
ends are good. Each impulse as it offers itself to the will must pass a
kind of test for normativity before we can adopt it as a reason
for action. But the test that it must pass is not the test of knowledge
or truth. For Kant, like Hume and Williams, thinks that morality
is grounded in human nature, and that moral properties are pro-
jections of human dispositions. So the test is one of reflective
endorsement.

3.1.2

In this lecture and the next I will lay out the elements of a theory of
normativity. This theory derives its main inspiration from Kant,
but with some modifications which I have come to think are neces-
sary. What I say will necessarily be sketchy, and sketchily argued. In
this lecture, I will argue for two points: first, that autonomy is the
source of obligation, and in particular of our ability to obligate
ourselves; and second, that we have moral obligations, by which 1
mean obligations to humanity as such. However, it will be no part
of my argument — quite the contrary — to suggest either that all
obligations are moral, or that obligations can never conflict, and at
the end of this lecture, I will say a little about that.
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In lecture 4, I will respond to some natural objections to the argu-
ment of this lecture and, in so doing, I will develop the view further.
In particular, some readers will think that the argument of this
lecture shows only (or at most) that an individual has obligations to
his own humanity, not that of others. In answering this worry I will
be led to address the question of the scope of our obligations. I will
argue first, that in the same way that we can obligate ourselves, we
can be obligated by other people, and second, that we have obliga-
tions both to, and with regard to, other living things.

I will have little to say about the content of any of these obliga-
tions. I believe that the view suggests, although it does not com-
pletely settle, what that content should be, but I have made no
attempt to work that out here. My aim is show where obligation
comes from. Exactly which obligations we have and how to nego-
tiate among them is a topic for another day.

Finally I will address another worry. The argument of this
lecture is intended to show that if we take anything to have value,
then we must acknowledge that we have moral obligations.
Because that conclusion is conditional, you might think that I have
not answered the sceptic. At the end of the lecture 4, I will discuss
this objection.

THE PROBLEM

3.2.1

The human mind is self-conscious. Some philosophers have sup-
posed that this means that our minds are somehow internally lumi-
nous, that their contents are completely accessible to us — that we
can always be certain what we are thinking and feeling and
wanting — and so that introspection yields certain knowledge of the
self. Like Kant, and many philosophers nowadays, I do not think
that this is true. Our knowledge of our own mental states and activ-
ities is no more certain than anything else.

But the human mind s self-conscious in the sense that it is essen-
tially reflective. I'm not talking about being thoughtful, which of
course is an individual property, but about the structure of our
minds that makes thoughtfulness possible. A lower animal’s atten-
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tion is fixed on the world. Its perceptions are its beliefs and its
desires are its will. It is engaged in conscious activities, but it is not
conscious ¢f them. That is, they are not the objects of its attention.
But we human animals turn our attention on to our perceptions
and desires themselves, on to our own mental activities, and we are
conscious of them. That is why we can think about them.

And this sets us a problem no other animal has. It is the problem
of the normative. For our capacity to turn our attention on to our
own mental activities is also a capacity to distance ourselves from
them, and to call them into question. I perceive, and I find myself
with a powerful impulse to believe. But I back up and bring that
impulse into view and then I have a certain distance. Now the
impulse doesn’t dominate me and now 1 have a problem. Shall 1
believe? Is this perception really a reason to beheve? I desire and 1
find myself with a powerful impulse to act. But I back up and bring
that impulse into view and then I have a certain distance. Now the
impulse doesn’t dominate me and now I have a problem. Shall 1
act? Is this desire really a reason to act? The reflective mind cannot
settle for perception and desire, not just as such. It needs a reason.
Otherwise, at least as long as it reflects, it cannot commit itself or go
forward.

If the problem springs from reflection then the solution must do
so as well. If the problem is that our perceptions and desires might
not withstand reflective scrutiny, then the solution is that they
might.? We need reasons because our impulses must be able to
withstand reflective scrutiny. We have reasons if they do. The nor-
mative word ‘reason’ refers to a kind of reflective success. If ‘good’
and ‘right’ are also taken to be intrinsically normative words,

2 As the quotation from Cumberland at the beginning of this lecture shows, the idea thata
moral motive is one approved in reflection did not originate with Kant. Itis carried on the
surface of the relation between the words ‘consciousness’ and ‘conscience’, as well as their
Greek predecessor ‘syneidesis’ [ouveidnoig] all of which mean, roughly, ‘to know in
common with’ and which came to have the interesting meaning ‘to know in common
with oneself” and so ‘to be able to bear witness for or against oneself’. (I draw here on
Potts, Conscience in Medieval Philosophy, pp. 1—2). In modern moral philosophy, the idea of
the reflective endorsement of motives was brought into prominence by the work of
Shaftesbury (4n Inquiry Concerning Virtue or Menit, treatise 1v of Characteristics) who thought of
the moral sense as a kind of automatic approval or disapproval of our motives.
Shaftesbury in turn was drawing on Locke’s notion of an ‘idea of reflection’, one that
arises from the mind’s observation of its own activity.
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names for things that automatically give us reasons, then they too
must refer to reflective success. And they do. Think of what they
mean when we use them as exclamations. ‘Good!” ‘Right!” There
they mean: I'm satisfied, I'm happy, I'm committed, you’ve con-
vinced me, let’s go. They mean the work of reflection is done.

Scepticism about the good and the right is not scepticism about
the existence of intrinsically normative entities. It is the view that
the problems which reflection sets for us are insoluble, that the
questions to which it gives rise have no answers. It is the worry that
nothing will count as reflective success, and so that the work of
reflection will never be done. It is the fear that we cannot find what
Kant called ‘the unconditioned’.

3.2.2

The problem can also be described in terms of freedom. It is
because of the reflective character of the mind that we must act, as
Kant put it, under the idea of freedom. He says ‘we cannot con-
ceive of a reason which consciously responds to a bidding from the

outside with respect to its judgments’.* [iHCIDIGINGITOMIOUSIdE

f€aseil As Kant puts it, we must make it our maxim to act on the
desire. Then although we may do what desire bids us, we do it
freely.

Occasionally one meets the objection that the freedom that we
discover in reflection is a delusion. Human actions are causally
determined. The philosopher’s bugbear, the Scientific World View,
threatens once more to deprive us of something we value. When
desire calls we think we can take it or leave it, but in fact someone
could have predicted exactly what we will do.

But how can this be a problem? The afternoon stretches before
me, and I must decide whether to work or to play. Suppose first that
_you can predict which one I am going to do. That has no effect on me
at all: I must still decide what to do. I am tempted to play but
worried about work, and I must decide the case on its merits.

* Kant, Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, p. 448; in Beck’s translation, p. 66.
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Suppose next I believe that you can predict which one I'm going to do.
You’ve done it often enough before. What then? I am tempted by
play but worried about work, and I must decide the case on its
merits.

The worry seems to be that if we were sure we were determined
or knew how we were determined then either we could not act or
we would not act, or else we would act differently. But why is this
supposed to happen? Having discovered that my conduct is pre-
dictable, will T now sit quietly in my chair, waiting to see what I will
do? Then I will not do anything but sit quietly in my chair. And that
had better be what you predicted, or you will have been wrong, But
in any case why should I do that, if I think that I ought to be
working? Well, suppose that you tell me what you predict I am
going to do. If you predict that I am going to work, and I think that
I should work, then there is no problem. Or do I now have to do it
less freely? If you predict that I am going to play, and I think that I
should work, I am glad to have been forewarned. For if I am about
to do what I think I have good reason not to do, then a moment of
weakness or self-deception must be in the offing, and now I can
take precautions against it. And then perhaps I will work after all.

If you are going to tell me what you predict I will do, then your
prediction must take into account the effect on me of knowing your
prediction, because otherwise it will probably be wrong, Of course
it can happen, in a specific kind of case, that knowing the sort of
thing I am usually determined to do diminishes my freedom. If 1
see that I often give in to temptation, I might become discouraged,
and fight against it even less hard. But there is no reason to think
that this kind of discouragement would be the general result of
understanding ourselves better. Or if there is, it must come from
some pessimistic philosophy of human nature, not from the
Scientific World View. If predictions can warn us when our self-
control is about to fail, then they are far more likely to increase that
self-control than to diminish it. Determinism 1s no threat to
freedom.

Now it will be objected that this is not what philosophers mean
when they claim that determinism is a threat to freedom. They
aren’t talking about a practical problem — that knowledge could
somehow take away our freedom — but about a theoretical one —
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that jOWiEdgEWOldSOWISIENeTemaleamuemalll But how is
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otherwise?

That might show that we aren’t responsible.* But it is a different
question whether determinism is a threat to responsibility.
Freedom is the capacity to do otherwise, not the capacity to have
AGHENGHIEINISEl No one has that capacity, because you cannot
change the past. That sounds like a joke but I mean it. The
freedom discovered in reflection is not a theoretical property which
can also be seen by scientists considering the agent’s deliberations
third-personally and from outside. It is from within the deliberative
perspective that we see our desires as providing suggestions which
we may take or leave. You will say that this means that our freedom
1s not ‘real’ only if you have defined the ‘real’ as what can be identi-
fied by scientists looking at things third-personally and from
outside.

The point here is the same as the point I made in lecture 1
against the argument that reasons are not real because we do not
need them for giving scientific explanations of what people think
and do. That is not, in the first instance, what we need them for, but
that does not show that they are not real. We need them because
our reflective nature gives us a choice about what to do. We may
need to appeal to the existence of reasons in the course of an
explanation of why human beings experience choice in the way
that we do, and in particular, of why it seems to us that there are
reasons. But that explanation will not take the form ‘it seems to us
that there are reasons because there really are reasons’. Instead, it
will be just the sort of explanation which I am constructing here:
reasons exist because we need them, and we need them because of
the structure of reflective consciousness, and so on.

In the same way, we do not need the concept of ‘freedom’ in the
first instance because it is required for giving scientific explanations
of what people do, but rather to describe the condition in which we
find ourselves when we reflect on what to do. But that doesn’t mean
that I am claiming that our experience of our freedom is scientifi-
cally inexplicable. [ am claiming that it s to be explained in terms

* Actually, I don’t think it does. See my ‘Creating the Kingdom of Ends: Reciprocity and
Responsibility in Personal Relations’.
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of the structure of reflective consciousness, not as the (possibly
delusory) perception of a theoretical or metaphysical property of the
self.

The Scientific World View is a description of the world which
serves the purposes of explanation and prediction. When its con-
cepts are applied correctly it tells us things that are true. But it is not
a substitute for human life. And nothing in human life is more real
than the fact we must make our decisions and choices ‘under the
idea of freedom’.> When desire bids, we can indeed take it or leave
it. And that is the source of the problem.

3.2.3

‘Reason’ means reflective success. So if I decide that my desire is a
reason to act, I must decide that on reflection I endorse that desire.
And here we run into the problem. For how do I decide that? Is the
claim thatIlook at the desire, and see that it is intrinsically normat-
ive, or that its object is? Then all of the arguments against realism
await us. Does the desire or its object inherit its normativity from
something else? Then we must ask what makes that other thing
normative, what makes it the source of a reason. And now of
course the usual regress threatens. What brings such a course of
reflection to a successful end?

Kant, as I mentioned, described this problem in terms of
freedom. He defines a free will as a rational causality which is effec-
tive without being determined by any alien cause. Anything
outside of the will counts as an alien cause, including the desires
and inclinations of the person. The free will must be entirely self-
determining. Yet, because the will is a causality, it must act accord-
ing to some law or other. Kant says: ‘Since the concept of a
causality entails that of laws . . . it follows that freedom is by no
means lawless . . .’® Alternatively, we may say that since the will is

* Kant himself says that ‘People who are accustomed merely to explanations by natural sci-
ences’ refuse to acknowledge the existence of freedom and its imperatives because ‘they
are stirred by the proud claims of speculative reason, which makes its power so strongly
felt in other fields, to band together in a general call to arms, as it were, to defend the
omnipotence of theoretical reason.” Kant, The Metaphysics of Morals, p. 378; in Gregor’s
translation, pp. 183-184.

% Kant, Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, p. 446; in Beck’s translation, p. 65.
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practical reason, it cannot be conceived as acting and choosing for
no reason. Since reasons are derived from principles, the free will
must have a principle. But because the will is free, no law or princ-
iple can be imposed on it from outside. Kant concludes that the will
must be autonomous: that is, it must have its own law or principle.
And here again we arrive at the problem. For where is this law to
come from? If it is imposed on the will from outside then the will is
not free. So the will must make the law for itself. But until the will
has a law or principle, there is nothing from which it can derive a
reason. So how can it have any reason for making one law rather
than another?

Well, here 1s Kant’s answer. The categorical imperative, as
represented by the Formula of Universal Law, tells us to act only on
a maxim which we could will to be a law. And ths, according to
Kant, s the law of a free will. To see why, we need only compare
the problem faced by the free will with the content of the categori-
cal imperative. The problem faced by the free will is this: the will
must have a law, but because the will is free, it must be its own law.
And nothing determines what that law must be. All that it has to be is
a law. Now consider the content of the categorical imperative, as
represented by the Formula of Universal Law. The categorical
imperative merely tells us to choose a law. Its only constraint on our
choice is that it has the form of a law. And nothing determines
what the law must be. All that it has to be is a law.

Therefore the categorical imperative is the law of a free will. It
does not impose any external constraint on the free will’s activities,
but simply arises from the nature of the will. It describes what a
free will must do in order to be what it is. It must choose a maxim it
can regard as a law.’

324

Now I'm going to make a distinction that Kant doesn’t make. I am
going to call the law of acting only on maxims you can will to be

7 This is a reading of the argument Kant gives in Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, pp.
446-448; in Beck’s translation, pp. 64-67; and in Critigue of Practical Reason under the
heading ‘Problem 11, p. 2g; in Beck’s translation, pp. 28-29. It is defended in greater detail
in my ‘Morality as Freedom’.
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laws ‘the categorical imperative’. And I am going to distinguish it
from what I will call ‘the moral law’. The moral law, in the Kantian
system, is the law of what Kant calls the Kingdom of Ends, the
republic of all rational beings. The moral law tells us to act only on
maxims that all rational beings could agree to act on together in a
workable cooperative system. Now the Kantian argument which I
just described establishes that the categorical imperative is the law of a
free will. But it does not establish that the moral law is the law of a
free will. Any law is universal, but the argument I just gave doesn’t
settle the question of the domain over which the law of the free will
must range. And there are various possibilities here. If the law is
the law of acting on the desire of the moment, then the agent will
treat each desire as a reason, and her conduct will be that of a
wanton.? If the law ranges over the agent’s whole life, then the
agent will be some sort of egoist. It is only if the law ranges over
every rational being that the resulting law will be the moral law.
Because of this, it has sometimes been claimed that the categori-
cal imperative is an empty formalism. And this has in turn been
conflated with another claim, that the moral law is an empty
formalism. Now that second claim is false.” Kant thought that we
could test whether a maxim could serve as a law for the Kingdom
of Ends by seeing whether there is any contradiction in willing it as
a law which all rational beings could agree to act on together. I do
not think this test gives us the whole content of morality, but it is a
mistake to think that it does not give us any content at all, for there
are certainly some maxims which are ruled out by it. And even if
the test does not completely determine what the laws of the

# T have a reason for saying that her behaviour will be that of a wanton rather than simply
saying that she will be a wanton. Harry Frankfurt, from whom I am borrowing the term,
defines a wanton as someone who has no second-order volitions. An animal, whose desire
is its will, is a wanton. ] am arguing here that a person cannot be like that, because of the
reflective structure of human consciousness. A person must act on a reason, and so the

¢ . . .
A & person who acts like a wanton must be treating the desire of the moment as a reason.

A~ That commits her to the principle that the desire of the moment is a reason, and her

h . .. .s
ac”? " commitment to that principle counts as a second-order volition. See Frankfurt, ‘Freedom

of the Will and the Concept of a Person’, especially the discussion on pp. 16~19. The
affinity of my account with Frankfurt’s should be obvious.

I argue for this in ‘Kant’s Formula of Universal Law’. There however I do not distinguish
the categorical imperative from the moral law; and my arguments claim to show that the
categorical imperative has content when actually they show only that the moral law has
content,

=
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Kingdom of Ends would be, the moral law still could have content.
For it tells us that our maxims must qualify as laws for the Kingdom
of Ends, and that is a substantive command as long as we have some
way of determining what those laws would be. And there are other
proposals on the table about how to do that: John Rawls’s to name
only one.

But it is true that the argument that shows that we are bound by
the categorical imperative does not show that we are bound by the
moral law. For that we need another step. The agent must think of
herself as a Citizen of the Kingdom of Ends.

THE SOLUTION

331

Those who think that the human mind is internally luminous and
transparent to itself think that the term ‘self-consciousness’ is
appropriate because what we get in human consciousness is a
direct encounter with the self. Those who think that the human
mind has a reflective structure use the term too, but for a different
reason. The reflective structure of the mind is a source of ‘self-con-
sciousness’ because it forces us to have a conception of ourselves. As
Kant argued, this is a fact about what it is Ztke to be reflectively con-
scious and it does not prove the existence of a metaphysical self.
From a third-person point of view, outside of the deliberative
standpoint, it may look as if what happens when someone makes a
choice is that the strongest of his conflicting desires wins. But that
1sn’t the way it 1s for you when you deliberate. When you deliberate,
it is as if there were something over and above all of your desires,
something which is you, and which chooses which desire to act on.
This means that the principle or law by which you determine your
actions is one that you regard as being expressive of yourself. To
identify with such a principle or way of choosing is to be, in St
Paul’s famous phrase, a law to yourself.'°

10 Romans 2:14. This paragraph is lifted with modifications from my ‘Personal Identity and
the Unity of Agency: a Kantian Response to Parfit’, i11. I believe there are resources in
this line of thought for dealing with the problem of personal identity, and some of them
are explored in that paper.
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An agent might think of herself as a Citizen of the Kingdom of
Ends. Or she might think of herself as someone’s friend or lover,
or as a member of a family or an ethnic group or a nation. She
might think of herself as the steward of her own interests, and
then she will be an egoist. Or she might think of herself as the
slave of her passions, and then she will be a wanton. And how she
thinks of herself will determine whether it is the law of the
Kingdom of Ends, or the law of some smaller group, or the law of
egoism, or the law of the wanton that will be the law that she is to
herself.

The conception of one’s identity in question here is not a theo-
retical one, a view about what as a matter of inescapable scientific
fact you are. It is better understood as a description under which
you value yourself, a description under which you find your life to
be worth living and your actions to be worth undertaking, So I will
call this a conception of your practical identity. Practical identity is
a complex matter and for the average person there will be a jumble
of such conceptions. You are a human being, a woman or a man,
an adherent of a certain religion, a member of an ethnic group, a
member of a certain profession, someone’s lover or friend, and so
on. And all of these identities give rise to reasons and obligations.
Your reasons express your identity, your nature; your obligations
spring from what that identity forbids.

Our ordinary ways of talking about obligation reflect this
connection to identity. A century ago a European could admonish
another to civilized behaviour by telling him to act like a Christian.
It is still true in many quarters that courage is urged on males by the
injunction ‘be a man!” Duties more obviously connected with social
roles are of course enforced in this way. ‘A psychiatrist doesn’t
violate the confidence of her patients.” No ‘ought’ is needed here
because the normativity is built right into the role. But it isn’t only
in the case of roles that the idea of obligation invokes the concep-
tion of practical identity. Consider the astonishing but familiar ‘I
couldn’t live with myself if I did that.’ Clearly there are two selves
here, me and the one I must live with and so must not fail. Or con-
sider the protest against obligation ignored: ‘Just who do you think
you are?’

The connection is also present in the concept of integrity.
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Etymologically, integrity is oneness, integration is what makes
something one. To be a thing, one thing, a unity, an entity; to be
anything at all: in the metaphysical sense, that is what it means to
have integrity. But we use the term for someone who lives up to his
own standards. And that is because we think that living up to them
1s what makes him one, and so what makes him a person at all.

It is the conceptions of ourselves that are most important to us
that give rise to unconditional obligations. For to violate them is to
lose your integrity and so your identity, and to no longer be who
you are. That is, it is to no longer be able to think of yourself under
the description under which you value yourself and find your life to
be worth living and your actions to be worth undertaking, It is to be
for all practical purposes dead or worse than dead. When an action
cannot be performed without loss of some fundamental part of
one’s identity, and an agent could just as well be dead, then the
obligation not to do it is unconditional and complete. If reasons
arise from reflective endorsement, then obligation arises from
reflective rgection.

332

Actually, all obligation is unconditional in the sense that I have just
described. An obligation always takes the form of a reaction
against a threat of a loss of identity. But there are two important
complications, and both spring from the complexity of human
identity. One is that some parts of our identity are easily shed, and,
where they come into conflict with more fundamental parts of our
identity, they should be shed. The cases I have in mind are stan-
dard: a good soldier obeys orders, but a good human being doesn’t
massacre the innocent. The other complication, more trouble-
some, is that you can stop being yourself for a bit and still get back
home, and in cases where a small violation combines with a large
temptation, this has a destabilizing effect on the obligation. You
may know that if you always did this sort of thing your identity
would disintegrate, like that of Plato’s tyrant in Republic 1x, but you
also know that you can do it just this once without any such result.
Kant points out that when we violate the laws of the Kingdom of
Ends we must be making exceptions of ourselves, because we
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cannot coherently will their universal violation.'' In one sense, a
commitment to your own identity — that is, to your integrity — is
supposed to solve that problem. But as we have just seen, the
problem reiterates within the commitment to your own integrity.
The problem here does not come from the fragility of identity, but
rather from its stability. It can take a few knocks, and we know it.
The agent I am talking about now violates the law that she is to
herself, making an exception of the moment or the case, which she
knows she can get away with.

This is why it is best if we love our values as well as having them.
But lest you think that I am about to make the same mistake of
which I have accused Hume, let me admit that I think this argu-
ment establishes an authentic limit to the depth of obligation.'?
Obligation is always unconditional, but it is only when it concerns
really important matters that it is deep. Of course, since we can see
that the shallowness of obligation could give rise to problems, we
must commit ourselves to a kind of second-order integrity, a
commitment to not letting these problems get out of hand. We
cannot make an exception ‘just this once’ every time, or we will lose
our identities after all. But the problem will reiterate within that
commitment, and so on up the line.

That, by the way, 1s why even people with the most excellent
characters can occasionally knowingly do wrong.

333

To get back to the point. The question how exactly an agent should
conceive her practical identity, the question which law she should
be to herself] is not settled by the arguments I have given. So moral
obligation is not yet on the table. To that extent the argument so far
1s formal, and in one sense empty.

But in another sense it is not empty at all. What we have estab-
lished is this. The reflective structure of human consciousness
requires that you identify yourself with some law or principle

" Kant, Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, p. 424; in Beck’s translation, p. 42.

'2 T mean the objection at the end of lecture 2. Hume forgot that knowing that our hatred of
injustice was based on general rules would have a destabilizing effect on the obligation
always to be just.
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which will govern your choices. It requires you to be a law to your-
self. And that is the source of normativity.'? So the argument shows
just what Kant said that it did: that our autonomy is the source of
obligation.

It will help to put the point in Joseph Butler’s terms, the distinc-
tion between power and authority. We do not always do what upon
reflection we would do or even what upon reflection we have already
decided to do. Reflection does not have irresistible power over us.
But when we do reflect we cannot but think that we ought to do what
on reflection we conclude we have reason to do. And when we don’t
do that we punish ourselves, by guilt and regret and repentance and
remorse.'* We might say that the acting self concedes to the thinking
self its right to government. And the thinking self, in turn, tries to
govern as well as it can."” So the reflective structure of human
consciousness establishes a relation here, a relation which we have to
ourselves.'® And it is a relation not of mere power but rather of
authority. And that is the authority that is the source of obligation.

Notice that this means that voluntarism is true after all. The
source of obligation is a legislator. The realist objection — that we
need to explain why we must obey that legislator — has been
answered, for this is a legislator whose authority is beyond question
and does not need to be established. It is the authority of your own
mind and will. So Pufendorf and Hobbes were right. It is not the
bare fact that it would be a good idea to perform a certain action

'3 What I am saying here is that the categorical imperative is the general principle of
normativity in the practical sphere. In ‘Reason and Politics in the Kantian Enterprise’,
Onora O’Neill argues that the categorical imperative is the supreme principle of reason
in general, which in my language means it is the supreme principle of normativity in
general. It will become apparent in the course of this lecture and the next that I agree
with that, although of course the idea is not completely defended here.

In lecture 4, 4.3.8, I present a further account of these moral emotions and how they are
related to autonomy.

The distinction between the thinking self and the acting self is very close to Kant’s dis-
tinction between Wille (will) and Willkiir (choice). See The Metaphysics of Morals, pp.
213—214; in Gregor’s translation, pp. 41—43.

In The Metaphysics of Morals, Kant says that all duties must be grounded in duties to the
self, and yet that duties to the self are only intelligible if there are two aspects to the self.
He calls them ‘homo noumenon’ and ‘homo phenomenon’ (pp. 417-418; in Gregor’s
translation, pp. 214-215). Notice the strange alternation of one and two here: duties must
arise within one, rather than between two, and yet for them to arise that one must be two.
The idea of the reflective character of human consciousness, together with the thesis that
obligation springs from autonomy, explains why it has to be this way.

=S
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that obligates us to perform it. It is the fact that we command ourselves
to do what we find it would be a good idea to do.

3-3-4

With that in mind, let me return to the example I used in lecture 1
to illustrate the voluntarist conception of the motive of duty: the
example of a student who takes course because it is a required. In
lecture 1 I said that acting on the motive of duty as Pufendorf and
Hobbes understood it seems appropriate in this kind of case.
Although the student might appreciate the reasons why it is a good
idea that the course should be required, it would be a little odd to
say that that is his motive, since he has a decisive reason for taking
the course whether he understands those reasons or not. I had in
mind a story like this: you are visiting some other department, not
your own, and fall into conversation with a graduate student. You
discover that he is taking a course in some highly advanced form of
calculus, and you ask him why. With great earnestness, he begins to
lay out an elaborate set of reasons. ‘Philosophers since the time of
Plato’, he says, ‘have taken mathematics to be the model for knowl-
edge: elegant, certain, perfect, beautiful, and utterly a priore. But
you can’t really understand either the power of the model or its
limits if you have an outsider’s view of mathematics. You must
really get in there and do mathematics if you are to fully appreciate
all this . . .” And just when you are about to be really impressed by
this young man’s commitment and seriousness, another student
comes along smiling and says ‘and anyway, calculus is required in
our department’.

In that story, the first student seems like a phony. Since he has that
motive for taking the course, all the rest seems a little irrelevant.
But now I am saying that when we are autonomous, we bind our-
selves to do what it seems to us to be a good idea to do. So isn’t the
first student, after all, more autonomous than the student who
takes the course merely because it’s required? And isn’t the first
student’s action therefore more authentically an action from duty?

If he weren’t required to take the course, and he took it for the
reasons he gives you, then in one sense he would be more
autonomous than the student who takes it merely because it is
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required. He would be guided by his own mind, not that of
another. But if he is required to take it, the reasons he gives should
not be his motive. This may seem odd, since in a sense they are
better reasons. But even if he understands them, they are excluded
by his practical identity. Because his practical identity, in this case,
1s being a student. And this has two implications. First, to the extent
that you identify yourself as a student, you do act autonomously in
taking a course that is required. And second, it is an essential part
of the idea of being a student that you place the right to make some
of the decisions about what you will study in the hands of your
teachers. And that means that when one of those decisions is in
question, you are not free to act on your own priale reasons any
more, no matter how good those reasons are in themselves."’

This is not just because there is an inherent element of sub-
ordination in the position of a student. For exactly similar reasons,
a good citizen cannot pay her taxes because she thinks the govern-
ment needs the money. She can vote for taxes for that reason. But
once the vote is over, she must pay her taxes because it is the law.
And that is again because citizenship 1s a form of practical identity,
with the same two implications. To be a citizen is to make a certain
set of decisions in company with the other citizens — to participate
in a general will. In so far as you are a citizen, you do act
autonomously in obeying the law. And for exactly that reason, in so
far as you are a citizen, you aren’t free to act on your own private
reasons any more.

Some will be tempted to say that the student who understands
the reasons why a course is required, and who therefore would take
it even if it weren’t required, is somehow more autonomous than the
student who takes the course just because it is required. If a student
understands why the course is required, his taking it is endorsed
both from the point of view of his identity as a student and from
the point of view of his identity as a rational being with a mind of
his own. So he seems to be more autonomous. But we shouldn’t be
too quick to jump to the conclusion that this is the way things work
in general. The student’s autonomy may be augmented in this case,

'7 By ‘private reasons’ here I mean reasons arrived at by thinking through the problem your-
self. In lecture 4 I deny that ‘private reasons’ in another sense, reasons that have norma-
tive force only for one person, exist. That’s not what I mean here.
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because his understanding of the reasons for the requirement also
helps him to make sense to himself of his being a student. It helps
him to endorse his identity as a student, for it gives him confidence
in his teachers’ judgment. But other cases are different. The reason
for participating in a general will, and so for endorsing one’s iden-
tity as a citizen, is that we share the world with others who are free,
not that we have confidence in their judgment. A citizen who acts
on a vote that has gone the way she thinks it should may in one
sense be more wholehearted than one who must submit to a vote
that has not gone her way. But a citizen in whom the general will
triumphs gracefully over the private will exhibits a very special kind
of autonomy, which is certainly not a lesser form. Autonomy is
commanding yourself to do what you think it would be a good idea
to do, but that in turn depends on who you think you are. That’s
what P’ve been saying all along.

335

One more step is necessary. The acting self concedes to the think-
ing self its right to govern. But the thinking self in turn must try to
govern well. It is its job to make what is in any case a good idea into
law. How do we know what’s a good idea or what should be a law?
Kant proposes that we can tell whether our maxims should be laws
by attending not to their matter but to their form.

To understand this idea, we need to return to its origins, which
are in Aristotle. According to Aristotle, a thing is composed of a
form and a matter. The matter is the material, the parts, from
which it is made. The form of a thing is its functional arrangement.
That is, it is the arrangement of the matter or of the parts which
enables the thing to serve its purpose, to do whatever it does. For
example the purpose of a house is to be a shelter, so the form of a
house is the way the arrangement of the parts — the walls and roof
—enables it to serve as a shelter. Join the walls at the corner, put the
roof on top, and that’s how we keep the weather out.” That is the
form of a house.'

'® These views are found throughout Aristotle’s writings, but centrally discussed in books
vi-ix of Metaphysics and in On the Soul.
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Next consider the maxim of an action. Since every human
action is done for an end, a maxim has two parts: the act and the
end. The form of the maxim is the arrangement of its parts. Take
for instance Plato’s famous example of the three maxims:'?

1 I'will keep my weapon, because I want it for myself.
2 I'will refuse to return your weapon, because I want it for myself.
3 I'will refuse to return your weapon, because you have gone mad
and may hurt someone.
Maxims one and three are good: maxim two is bad. What makes
them so? Not the actions, for maxims two and three have the same
actions; not the purposes, for maxims one and two have the same
purposes. The goodness does not rest in the parts; but rather in the
way the parts are combined and related; so the goodness does not
rest in the matter, but rather in the form, of the maxim. But form is
not merely the arrangement of the parts; it is the functional arrange-
ment — the arrangement that enables the thing to do what it does. If
the walls are joined and roof placed on top so that the building can
keep the weather out, then the building has the form of a house.
So: if the action and the purpose are related to one another so that
the maxim can be willed as a law, then the maxim is good.

Notice what this establishes. A good maxim is good in virtue of
its internal structure. Its internal structure, its form, makes it fit to
be willed as a law. A good maxim is therefore an nirnnsically norma-
twe entity. So realism is true after all, and Nagel, in particular, was
right. When an impulse presents itself to us, as a kind of candidate
for being a reason, we look to see whether it really is a reason,
whether its claim to normativity is true.

But this isn’t an exercise of intuition, or a discovery about what is
out there in the world. The test for determining whether an
impulse is a reason is whether we can will acting on that impulse as
alaw. So the test is a test of endorsement.

3.3.6

I've just claimed that realism is true after all. Realists believe that
ethics is grounded in intrinsically normative entities, and a good

19 Plato, Republic, 1, 331¢., p. 580.
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maxim, I've just claimed, is exactly that — an ‘entity’ whose intrinsic
properties, or internal structure, renders it normative. I want to
make two points about how this form of realism is related to the
more familiar views I discussed in lecture 1.

The first point concerns these questions: in virtue of what does a
thing have intrinsic value or normativity, and how do we know that
it does? Here we find a distinction between ancient and modern
approaches to the question. Modern philosophers have tended to
hold that if you can say why something is valuable, that ipso _facto
shows that the thing is extrinsically valuable. If I say that a hammer is
good for pounding nails I am assigning it a merely instrumental
and so an extrinsic value: the hammer gets its value from some
further purpose that it serves. If 1 say that fine weather is good
because today we have planned a picnic, or even just because it
gives us pleasure, I do not make the weather a mere instrument, but
the value still seems derivative from something outside the weather
itself — namely, human purposes, interests, and capacities for
enjoyment. If we extend the lesson of these cases, we may come to
think that if you can say why a thing is valuable, then it does not
have its value 1n itself. And this metaphysical view leads to an epis-
temological one, namely, that intrinsic values must be known by
intuition. For if we cannot give a reasoned account of why some-
thing is valuable, then we cannot arrive at the knowledge that the
thing is valuable by working out the reasons why it is so. So we must
just ‘see’ that the thing is intrinsically good.

That Plato thought otherwise is suggested by the way he pro-
ceeds in the Republic. In Republic 11, Glaucon and Adeimantus chal-
lenge Socrates to show that justice is intrinsically good and injustice
bad by showing ‘what each of them is in itself, by its own inherent
force, when it is within the soul of the possessor . . .’, that is, what
value there is in being just apart from any outward consequences it
might have.? Socrates of course replies by showing that justice is a
Jorm of the soul — that is, an arrangement of its parts — that makes
its possessor both happy and master of himself.

Those steeped in the modern way of looking at things sometimes
suppose that Plato is making a mistake here. If we give reasons why

# Plato, Republic u, 366e, p. 613.



110 CHRISTINE KORSGAARD

Justice is good, then it is only extrinsically good — good because it has
these consequences, happiness and self-mastery, for the person who
has it. Inward consequences may be less superficial than outward
ones, and more essentially related to justice itself, but they are conse-
quences all the same.?' But there is a different way to understand
what 1s going on here. First, Plato wants to show that justice is a
virtue, and a virtue makes the thing which has 1t good. So it is the just
soul, not justice itself, which Plato aims to show is intrinsically good.
And he thinks that for a thing to have intrinsic value is for it to have
an internal structure that makes it good. That’s what he tries to show
about the just soul in the rest of the Republic: that its internal struc-
ture makes it good. If we approach the matter this way then, as Plato
thinks, we can say why a thing is good, even when its value is intrinsic.

Now it may be objected that this is not a rival conception of
intrinsic value, but simply a different conception, namely the
conception of virtue. For to say that something has an internal
structure that makes it good must be to say that it has an internal
structure that makes it good at being what it is. It is to make a claim
about the thing being good at its function (its [§pyov]), about its
having the virtues that are proper to it. At least this is what Plato
seems to mean, for Plato has Socrates argue that living and acting
are the functions of the soul, and justice makes it good at those,
good at living and acting. In that sense, we could say that justice
gives the soul intrinsic value. But in exactly the same sense, we
could say that since cutting is the function of a knife, a sharp blade
gives a knife intrinsic value. But that’s just a misleading way of
talking: when we say that something has intrinsic value, we do not
mean merely that it has the virtues of its kind, for its kind may be of
no value at all. And Plato clearly means to argue more than merely
that justice is a virtue, for Socrates already did that in Republic 1,
before Glaucon and Adeimantus utter their challenge. Plato also
means to show that it is good to have justice and the other virtues.
His argument is meant to show that a just soul is good to have for its
own sake in virtue of its internal properties.

I’ll come back to Plato; 1 now want to approach the question from
another angle. Elsewhere I have argued that it is important not to

21 See for instance Prichard, in ‘Duty and Interest’.
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confuse two distinctions in goodness: the distinction between final
and instrumental value on the one hand, and the distinction between
intrinsic and extrinsic value on the other.?” The distinction between
final and instrumental value concerns our reasons for valuing some-
thing: whether we value it for its own sake or for the sake of some
other end which it serves. The distinction between intrinsic and
extrinsic value concerns the source of its value: whether it has its
value in itself or gets its value from some outside source. Both final
value and intrinsic value may seem to be in a certain way ultimate, or
foundational. Which kind of value, or of normativity more gener-
ally, does the realist really need for his argument? That is, which kind
of value brings a course of reflection about how an action might be
completely justified to a satisfactory end?

On the one hand, it seems like it has to be a final good, or, if you
will allow the expression, a final right: an end sought or an action
undertaken for its own sake alone. For if the object is sought or the
action undertaken for the sake of something else, then we do have
a further question to ask: what about this other thing? Is it in turn
really good, right, necessary or whatever? Yet on the other hand, it
seems like it has to be an intrinsic good, or an intrinsic right, for an
essentially similar reason: if the normativity comes from some
other source, we can then raise a question about that source. This,
as we saw 1n lecture 1, is the thought that drives realism in the first
place. And we might think that the realist needs an intrinsic value
for another reason as well. At least if we are to get anything like
morality out of this line of thought, that is, if we are going to get cat-
egorical duties out of it, the value in terms of which we justify action
must be independent of people’s particular desires and interests.
And final goods are not, in that way, necessarily independent: what
you value for its own sake at least sometimes depends on particular
things about you, your own desires and interests.

The answer is that the intrinsically normative entity that serves the
purposes of realism, the entity that brings a regress of justification
to a satisfactory end, must combine these two conceptions. It must be
something that is final, good or right for its own sake, i virtue of its
intrinsic properties, its intrinsic structure. And we don’t need to dis-

2 Korsgaard, ‘Two Distinctions in Goodness’.
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cover such values by intuition, if we can show that a thing’s intrin-
sic properties make it a final good.” Now this is what Plato tries to
show about the just soul in the Republic: that its intrinsic properties
make it a final good, a thing worth having for its own sake. In the
same way, 2 maxim is an entity whose intrinsic properties make it a
final reason for action, a final ‘right’. Something which has the
form of a law, that is, which is a law by virtue of its internal struc-
ture, is mntrinsically suited to answer the question why the action it
dictates is necessary. In this sense, a good maxim 1s exactly the sort of
entity which the realist argument requires.

The second clarification in a way follows from the first, and con-
cerns the criticisms I levelled against substantive realism in lecture
1. Values are not discovered by intuition to be ‘out there’ in the
world. Good maxims are intrinsically normative entities, but they
are also the products of our own legislative wills. In that sense,
values are created by human beings. Of course we discover that the
maxim is fit to be a law; but the maxim isn’t a law until we will it,
and in that sense create the resulting value. This is what Pufendorf
means when he says that moral entities are produced by imposi-
tion, and that imposition in turn is a matter of making laws.?* The
form of realism I am endorsing here is procedural rather than sub-
stantive realism: values are constructed by a procedure, the pro-
cedure of making laws for ourselves.

337

This completes the first part of my argument, so let me sum up
what Pve said. What I have shown so far is why there 1s such a

# In “Two Distinctions in Goodness’ I argue that part of the problem with G. E. Moore’s
idea that we recognize intrinsic values by the intuitions we have when we view certain
‘organic unities’ in isolation is that it conceals the fact that an organic unity has value in
virtue of its structure, of the internal relations of its parts (pp. 193-195). Moore did insist
that for a thing to have value its parts have to be combined in just the right way — that is
the whole point of the doctrine of organic unities ~ and this suggests that he shares Plato’s
sense — and Kant’s — that a thing has intrinsic value in virtue of its internal structure. But
he did not think that we could say anything about 0w the structure gives the thing intrin-
sic vatue: we just have to recognize, by intuition, that it does so. This is where I think he
goes wrong. Now I am making a similar point against Nagel and about reasons. We do not
recognize reasons by intuition but by examining their internal structure — that is, of
course, the internal structure of the maxims of acting on them.

% See lecture 1, 1.3.1; and Pufendorf, The Law of Nature of Nations, in Schneewind 1, p. 171.
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thing as obligation. The reflective structure of human conscious-
ness sets us a problem. Reflective distance from our impulses
makes it both possible and necessary to decide which ones we will
act on: it forces us to act for reasons. At the same time, and relat-
edly, it forces us to have a conception of our own identity, a
conception which identifies us with the source of those reasons. In
this way, it makes us laws to ourselves. When an impulse — say a
desire — presents itself to us, we ask whether it could be a reason.
We answer that question by seeing whether the maxim of acting
on it can be willed as a law by a being with the identity in question.
If it can be willed as a law 1t is a reason, for it has an intrinsically
normative structure. If it cannot be willed as a law, we must reject
it, and in that case we get obligation.

A moment ago I said that realism is true after all. But that
could be misleading. What I have established so far is that obliga-
tion in general is a reality of human life. That we obligate our-
selves is simply a fact about human nature, and our maxims can
be seen as intrinsically normative entities. But there is still a deep
element of relativism in the system. For whether a maxim can
serve as a law still depends upon the way that we think of our
identities. And as DI've said already, different laws hold for
wantons, egoists, lovers, and Citizens of the Kingdom of Ends. In
order to establish that there are particular ways in which we must
think of our identities, and so that there are moral obligations, we
will need another step.

MORAL OBLIGATION

341

There is another way to make the points I have been making, and
in approaching the problem of relativism it will be helpful to
employ it. We can take as our model the way Rawls employs the
concept/conception distinction in 4 Theory of Justice. There, the
concept of justice refers to a problem, or, if you prefer, refers in a
formal way to the solution of that problem. The problem is what
we might call the distribution problem: people join together in a
cooperative scheme because it will be better for all of them, but
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they must decide how its benefits and burdens are to be distributed.
A conception of justice is a principle that is proposed as a solution to
the distribution problem. How are we to distribute the benefits and
burdens of cooperative living? ‘So that aggregate happiness is
maximized’ is the utilitarian conception of justice. ‘So that things
are as good as possible for the least advantaged, in so far as that is
consistent with the freedom of all’ is Rawls’s. The concept names
the problem, the conception proposes a solution. The normative
force of the conception is established in this way. If you recognize
the problem to be yours, and the solution to be the best one, then
the solution is binding upon you.”

In the same way, the most general normative concepts, the right
and the good, are names for problems — for the normative prob-
lems that spring from our reflective nature. ‘Good’ names the
problem of what we are to strive for, aim at, and care about in our
lives. ‘Right’ names the more specific problem of which actions we
may perform.?® The ‘thinness’ of these terms, to use Bernard
Williams’s language, comes from the fact that they are, so far, only
concepts, names for whatever it is that solves the problems in ques-
tion. We need conceptions of the right and the good before we know
what to do.

% At least until a better solution is proposed. See Rawls, A Theory of Justice, section g.

% The distinction between the right and the good is a delicate one which it is a little difficult
to articulate clearly. One way to put it would be to say that ‘rightness’ refers to the way
action relates us to the people with whom we interact, whereas goodness, at least as
applied to action, refers to the way in which it relates us to our goals and the things we
care about. It would not follow from the fact that an action was good, in the sense that it
related us correctly to what we aim for and care about, that it was right: its rightness has to
do also with its acceptability to those with whom we interact. But this way of describing
the difference might be misleading in two ways. First, it might make it sound as if right
and wrong refer only to actions which relate us to others and not to those which concern
only ourselves. That is not what I mean: we can wrong ourselves, but this is because we
can interact with ourselves. I know that this sounds paradoxical. But look: someone who
becomes addicted to a drug is not just failing to do what will best serve his future interests.
He is hurting Aimself. He is making himself weaker, less free, and less competent, and his
future self will be in a sense cornered by what he is doing now. So he is not treating himself
with respect; he is using himself as a mere means. Its effects on his interests makes the
addiction bad, its effects on himself, and the self-disrespect that imposing those effects
expresses, makes it wrong. The second way in which this formulation of the distinction
might be misleading is that the way I've put it might make it sound as if being rightly
related to other people is not among the things we aim for and care about. Of course it s,
and for this reason right actions are normally also good.
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3.4.2

How do we get from concepts to conceptions? As suggested above,
what mediates is a conception of practical identity. This concep-
tion both embodies the problem and serves as an aid in finding the
solution. For example, in Rawls’s argument, we move from concept
to conception by taking up the standpoint of the pure liberal
citizen, who has only the attributes shared by all the citizens of a
well-ordered liberal state: a willingness to abide by whatever prin-
ciples of cooperation may be chosen in the original position, and
her own conception of the good.?” We ask what laws such a citizen
has reason to adopt. And in so far as we regard ourselves as such
citizens, those are laws which we have reason to accept. In Kant’s
argument, we move from concept to conception by taking up the
standpoint of a legislative Citizen in the Kingdom of Ends, and
asking what laws that kind of citizen has reason to adopt. Again, in
so far as we regard ourselves as Citizens of the Kingdom of Ends,
those laws are ones we have reason to accept. Citizen of the
Kingdom of Ends is a conception of practical identity which leads
in turn to a conception of the right.

343

If this is correct, then Williams is wrong to say that reflection is not
inherent in, or already implied by, what he calls ‘thick ethical con-
cepts’.?® Thick ethical concepts stand to thin ones as conceptions to
concepts. Since they are normative, they are essentially reflective,
and that means they embody a view about what is right or good.
And there is another implication. Williams concluded that our
ethical concepts, unlike the ones we employ in the physical sci-
ences, need not be shared with members of other cultures. But our
thin ethical concepts, although not necessarily our thick ones, will
be shared, even with the alien scientific investigators that his argu-
ment invokes.” For the fact that they are scientific investigators

2 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, section 2, p. 8; and section 4, p. 19; and ‘Kantian Constructivism
in Moral Theory’, 524fF.

% See lecture 2, 2.3.6.

¥ See lecture 2,2.3.2.
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means that they have asked themselves what they ought to believe,
and that they have decided that the question is worth pursuing.
And that in turn means that they are rational and social beings,
who face normative problems like our own, and sometimes solve
them. The exact shape of their problems may be different from
ours, and so they may have different conceptions.®® But they will
have views about what is right and what is good, and their language
will have terms in which these views are expressed. So we will be
able to translate our own terms into their language, and to talk to
them about the right and the good. And if we can come at least to
see their conceptions as solutions to the normative problems that
they face, there will even be a kind of convergence.

But neither the fact that we will share thin ethical concepts with
the aliens nor the way in which reflection is inherent in thick ones
suggests that we are converging on an external world of objectively
real values. Value is grounded in rational nature — in particular in
the structure of reflective consciousness — and it is projected on to
the world. So the reflection in question is practical and not theoret-
ical: it is reflection about what to do, not reflection about what is to
be found in the normative part of the world.

344

But this does not eliminate the element of relativism that Williams
has sought to preserve. The mediation between concepts and

% There are, I think, at least two ways in which this could happen. One is that the aliens’
psychology might be quite different from ours. Perhaps we can imagine that nature
equipped them to deal with danger by some mechanism other than the emotion of fear,
for example, so that they will not need courage. (Some people think that they might have
no emotions at all, although this is less obviously imaginable than it seems at first sight.
Some sort of affect which will direct attention in useful ways is absolutely requisite to
getting around in the world at all.) A more interesting possibility is that their identities
might be constructed quite differently from ours. Some of the possibilities explored in
both science fiction and the personal identity literature might be true of them: they might
be ‘series people’ (see Parfit, Reasons and Persons, pp. 289—293) or exist in clone clusters or
have no genders, so that the relationship between their practical lives and their physical
lives would really be very different from ours. These exotic possibilities may actually more
closely resemble the cultural differences we really find among human beings. Human
beings — indeed all animals — have strong psychofogical resemblances, but our identities
are constructed in very different ways. For instance, not being able to conceive yourself
except as a member of a certain family might be like being a series person or a member of
a clone cluster.
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conceptions comes by way of practical identity. A view of what you
ought to do is a view of who you are. And human identity has been
differently constituted in different social worlds. Sin, dishonour,
and moral wrongness all represent conceptions of what one cannot
do without being diminished or disfigured, without loss of identity,
and therefore conceptions of what one must not do. But they
belong to different worlds in which human beings thought of
themselves and of what made them themselves in very different
ways. Where sin is the conception my identity 1s my soul and it
exists in the eyes of my God. Where dishonour is the conception
my identity is my reputation, my position in some small and know-
able social world. The conception of moral wrongness as we now
understand it belongs to the world we live in, the one brought about
by the Enlightenment, where one’s identity is one’s relation to
humanity itself. Hume said at the height of the Enlightenment that
to be virtuous is to think of yourself as a member of the ‘party of
humankind, against vice and disorder, its common enemy’.?! And
that is now true. But we coherently can grant that it was not always
s0.

345

But this is not to say to say that there is nothing to be said in favour
of the Enlightenment conception. This sort of relativism has its
limits, and they come from two different but related lines of
thought.

We have already seen one of them set forward by Bernard
Williams. We could, with the resources of a knowledge of human
nature, rank different sets of values according to their tendency to
promote human flourishing. If values are associated with ways of
conceiving one’s identity, then the point will be that some ways of
thinking of our identity are healthier and better for us than others.
The basic claim here would be that it is better for us to think of our-
selves, and more essentially to value ourselves, just as human
beings than, say, as men or women, or as members of certain reli-
gious or ethnic groups, or as the possessors of certain talents. Or at

3" Hume, Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals, p. 275,
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least it is better if these other conceptions are governed by a value
one places on oneself as simply human, a member of the party of
humanity.

Obviously, without the resources of psychoanalytic and
sociological theory we cannot envision what this kind of argument
would look like in any detail. But it is a striking fact that philos-
ophers who promote the adoption of Enlightenment liberal ideas
have often appealed to arguments of this kind. In The Subjection of
Women, for example, Mill points out the damaging effects on men of
identifying themselves in terms of gender.* In A Theory of Fustice,
Rawls argues that the view of human talents as a kind of shared
social resource, which he thinks would result from the just society
he envisions, would make it easier for people to maintain a sense of
self-worth.* Both of these arguments are meant to show that soci-
eties which accord equal value to human beings as such are better

_for people and that this is one reason to have them.

Of course there are also different ways of thinking of what it
means to be valuable as a human being, or as a member of the
party of humanity. Citizen of the Kingdom of Ends, participant in
a common happiness, species being, one among others who are
equally real, are different conceptions of the human-being-as-such
among which further sorting would have to be done.

3.4.6

But it is also important to remember that no argument can pre-
serve any form of relativism without on another level eradicating
it. This is one of the main faults with one well-known criticism of
liberalism, that the conception of the person which is employed in
its arguments is an ‘empty self’.* It is urged by communitarians
that people need to conceive themselves as members of smaller
communities, essentially tied to particular others and traditions.
This is an argument about how we human beings need to consti-
tute our practical identities, and if it is successful what it establishes

2 Mill, The Subjection of Women. See especially chapter 1v, pp. 86-88.
3 Rawls, 4 Theory of Justice, especially sections 67 and 81.
3 See for instance Michael Sandel, Liberalism and the Limits of Justice.
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is a umwersal fact, namely that our practical identities must be consti-
tuted in part by particular ties and commitments.* The liberal who
wants to include everyone will now argue from that fact. And the
communitarian himself, having reflected and reached this conclu-
sion, now has a conception of his own identity which is universal:
he is an animal that needs to live in community.

And there is a further implication of this which is important.
Once the communitarian sees himself this way, his particular ties
and commitments will remain normative for him only if this more
fundamental conception of his identity is one which he can see as
normative as well. A further stretch of reflection requires a further
stretch of endorsement. So he must endorse this new view of his
identity. He is an animal that needs to live in community, and he
now takes this to be a normative identity. He treats it as a source of
reasons, for he argues that it matters that he gets what he needs.*

And this further stretch of endorsement is exactly what happens.
Someone who is moved to urge the value of having particular ties
and commitments has discovered that part of their normativity
comes from the fact that human beings need to have them. He
urges that our lives are meaningless without them. That is not a
reason that springs from one of his own particular ties and commit-
ments. It is a plea on behalf of all human beings, which he makes
because he now identifies in a certain way with us all. And that
means that he is no longer immersed in a normative world of par-
ticular ties and commitments. Philosophical reflection does not
leave everything just where it was.

% Tdeas along these lines are developed in the first chapter of Scott Kim’s unpublished dis-
sertation, Morality, Identity, and Happiness: an Essay on the Kantian Moral Life. Kim works out a
position on the relation between particular commitments and moral commitment which
he is then able to use in an effective argument against those who criticize Kantian ethics
on the grounds that it is too impartial and leaves no room for particular commitments. I
have been deeply influenced by Kim’s dissertation and our conversations about these
issues.

We can see this as the kind of argument Nagel appeals to in The Possibility of Altruism (see
especially chapter x1). The communitarian now has two views of himself. Subjectively, he
feels essentially tied to this particular community. But when he looks at himself more
objectively, he sees himself as an animal that needs to be tied to some community or
other. In order to prevent dissociation between these two views of his identity, he now
needs to accord normativity to the more objective view if he is going to retain it for the
more subjective one.
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347

So we may begin by accepting something like the communitarian’s
point. It is necessary to have some conception of your practical
identity, for without it you cannot have reasons to act. We endorse
or reject our impulses by determining whether they are consistent
with the ways in which we identify ourselves. Yet most of the self-
conceptions which govern us are contingent. You are born into a
certain family and community, perhaps even into a certain profes-
sion or craft. You find a vocation, or ally yourself with a movement.
You fall in love and make friends. You are a mother of some partic-
ular children, a citizen of a particular country, an adherent of a
particular religion, because of the way your life has fallen out. And
you act accordingly — caring for your children because they are
your children, fighting for your country because you are its citizen,
refusing to fight because you are a Quaker, and so on.

Because these conceptions are contingent, one or another of
them may be shed. You may cease to think of yourself as a mother
or a citizen or a Quaker, or, where the facts make that impossible,
the conception may cease to have practical force: you may stop
caring whether you live up to the demands of a particular role.
This can happen in a variety of ways: it is the stuff of drama, and
perfectly familiar to us all. Conflicts that arise between identities, if
sufficiently pervasive or severe, may force you to give one of them
up: loyalty to your country and its cause may turn you against a
pacifist religion, or the reverse. Circumstances may cause you to
call the practical importance of an identity into question: falling in
love with a Montague may make you think that being a Capulet
does not matter after all. Rational reflection may bring you to
discard a way of thinking of your practical identity as silly or
Jjejune.”’

What is not contingent is that you must be governed by some
conception of your practical identity. For unless you are committed

T have not mentioned giving up a practical conception of your identity (or deciding that
you aren’t free to give one up) for moral reasons here. This is not because I don’t think that
happens, of course, but because this argument is supposed to explain why moral identity
has a special status. Until that conclusion is established, conflict between morality and
other forms of identity just counts as one case of conflict between identities.
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to some conception of your practical identity, you will lose your grip
on yourself as having any reason to do one thing rather than
another — and with it, your grip on yourself as having any reason to
live and act at all. But #us reason for conforming to your particular
practical identities is not a reason that springs from one of those par-
ticular practical identities. It is a reason that springs from your
humanity itself, from your identity simply as a human being, a reflec-
tive animal who needs reasons to act and to live. And so it is a reason
you have only if you treat your humanity as a practical, normative,
form of identity, that is, if you value yourself as a human being.

But to value yourself just as a human being is to have moral
identity, as the Enlightenment understood it. So this puts you in
moral territory. Or at least, it does so if valuing humanity in your
own person rationally requires valuing it in the persons of others.
There’s an objection to that idea, which I will take up in the next
lecture. For now, I will assume that valuing ourselves as human
beings involves valuing others that way as well, and carries with it
moral obligations.

If this is right, our identity as moral beings — as people who value
themselves as human beings — stands behind our more particular
practical identities. It is because we are human that we must act in
the light of practical conceptions of our identity, and this means
that their importance is partly derived from the importance of
being human. We must conform to them not merely for the reasons
that caused us to adopt them in the first place, but because being
human requires it. You may give up one of your contingent practi-
cal roles. But so long as you remain committed to a role, and yet fail
to meet the obligations it generates, you fail yourself as a human
being, as well as failing in that role. And if you fail in all of your
roles — if you live at random, without integrity or principle, then
you will lose your grip on yourself as one who has any reason to live
and to act at all.

Most of the time, our reasons for action spring from our more
contingent and local identities. But part of the normative force of
those reasons springs from the value we place on ourselves as
human beings who need such identities. In this way all value
depends on the value of humanity; other forms of practical iden-
tity matter in part because humanity requires them. Moral identity
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and the obligations it carries with it are therefore inescapable and
pervasive. Not every form of practical identity is contingent or rel-
ative after all: moral identity is necessary.

3.4.8

This is just a fancy new model of an argument that first appeared
in a much simpler form, Kant’s argument for his Formula of
Humanity* The form of relativism with which Kant began was
the most elementary one we encounter — the relativism of value to
human desires and interests. He started from the fact that when we
make a choice we must regard its object as good. His point is the
one I have been making — that being human we must endorse our
impulses before we can act on them. He asked what it is that makes
these objects good, and, rejecting one form of realism, he decided
that the goodness was not in the objects themselves. Were it not for
our desires and inclinations — and for the various physiological,
psychological, and social conditions which gave rise to those desires
and inclinations — we would not find their objects good. Kant saw
that we take things to be important because they are important to
us — and he concluded that we must therefore take ourselves to be
important. In this way, the value of humanity itself is implicit in
every human choice. If complete normative scepticism is to be
avoided — if there is such a thing as a reason for action — then
humanity, as the source of all reasons and values, must be valued
for its own sake.

349
The point I want to make now is the same. In this lecture I have
offered an account of the source of normativity. I have argued that
human consciousness has a reflective structure that sets us norma-
tive problems. It is because of this that we require reasons for action,
a conception of the right and the good. To act from such a concep-
tion is In turn to have a practical conception of your identity, a

# Kant, Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, pp. 427—428; in Beck’s translation, pp. 45-47-
I am here summarizing the interpretation of this argument I give in ‘Kant’s Formula of
Humanity’.
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conception under which you value yourself and find your life to be
worth living and your actions to be worth undertaking. That con-
ception 1s normative for you and in certain cases it can obligate you,
for if you do not allow yourself to be governed by any conception of
your identity then you will have no reason to act and to live. So a
human being is an animal who needs a practical conception of her
own identity, a conception of who she is which is normative for her.

But you are a human being and so if you believe my argument
you can now see that that is your identity. You are an animal of the
sort I have just described. And that is not merely a contingent
conception of your identity, which you have constructed or chosen
for yourself, or could conceivably reject. It is simply the truth. It is
because we are such animals that our practical identities are nor-
mative for us, and, once you see this, you must take this more funda-
mental identity, being such an animal, to be normative as well. You
must value your own humanity if you are to value anything at all.

Why? Because now that you see that your need to have a norma-
tive conception of yourself comes from your human identity, you
can query the importance of that identity. Your humanity requires
you to conform to some of your practical identities, and you can
question this requirement as you do any other. Does it really matter
whether we act as our humanity requires, whether we find some
ways of identifying ourselves and stand by them? But in this case
you have no option but to say yes. Since you are human you must
take something to be normative, that is, some conception of practi-
cal identity must be normative for you. If you had no normative
conception of your identity, you could have no reasons for action,
and because your consciousness is reflective, you could then not act
at all. Since you cannot act without reasons and your humanity is
the source of your reasons, you must value your own humanity if
you are to act at all.

It follows from this argument that human beings are valuable.
Enlightenment morality is true.

3.4.10

The argument I have just given is a transcendental argument. I
might bring that out more clearly by putting it this way: rational
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action exists, so we know it is possible. How is it possible? And then
by the course of reflections in which we have just engaged, I show
you that rational action is possible only if human beings find their
own humanity to be valuable. But rational action is possible, and
we are the human beings in question. Therefore we find ourselves
to be valuable. Therefore, of course, we are valuable.

You might want to protest against that last step. How do we get
from the fact that we find ourselves to be valuable to the conclusion
that we are valuable? When we look at the argument this way, its
structure seems to be like that of Mill’s argument, which proved
that if there were any utilitarians, they would find their morality to
be normative, and invited us to think that therefore utilitarianism is
normative.

But my argument, unlike Mill’s, will not fail to find its target. For
Mill’s readers were not already utilitarians, or did not acknowledge
themselves to be so, but you are already human beings, and do
acknowledge yourself to be so.

And there’s a good reason why the argument must take this form
after all. Value, like freedom, is only directly accessible from within
the standpoint of reflective consciousness. And I am now talking
about it externally, for I am describing the nature of the conscious-
ness that gives rise to the perception of value. From this external,
third-person perspective, all we can say is that when we are in the
first-person perspective we find ourselves to be valuable, rather than
simply that we are valuable. There is nothing surprising in this.
Trying to actually see the value of humanity from the third-person
perspective is like trying to see the colours someone sees by cracking
open his skull. From outside, all we can say is why he sees them.*

Suppose you are now tempted once more to say that this shows
that value is unreal just as colour is unreal. We do not need to
posit the existence of colours to give scientific explanations of
why we see them. Then the answer will be the same as before.
The Scientific World View is no substitute for human life. If you

# This is why Prichard, in ‘Does Moral Philosophy Rest on a Mistake?’ says that when we
fall into doubt about whether we have obligations the remedy is to place or imagine our-
selves in a situation where we are really obligated (pp. 16-17). The normative force of
reasons, obligations, and values, is a force that is felt by a deliberating agent and is
imperceptible from outside of the deliberative perspective.



The authority of reflection 125

think colours are unreal, go and look at a painting by Bellini or
Olitski, and you will change your mind. If you think reasons and
values are unreal, go and make a choice, and you will change your
mind.

MORALITY, PERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS, AND CONFLICT

351

The argument I have just given is, as I said a moment ago, a tran-
scendental argument. What it is really intended to show is this: that
if you value anything at all, or, if you acknowledge the existence of
any practical reasons, then you must value your humanity as an
end in itself. Or, I might putit, if you are to have any practical iden-
tity at all, you must acknowledge yourself to have moral identity —
human identity conceived as a form of normative practical iden-
tity — as well. And this identity like any other carries with it obliga-
tions.

I take this argument to show that any reflective agent can be led
to acknowledge that she has moral obligations. What makes moral-
ity special is that it springs from a form of identity which cannot be
rejected unless we are prepared to reject practical normativity, or
the existence of practical reasons, altogether — a possibility about
which I will say more in the next lecture. Our other practical iden-
tities depend for their normativity on the normativity of our
human identity — on our own endorsement of our human need to
be governed by such identities — and cannot withstand reflective
scrutiny without it. We must value ourselves as human.

But I do not take the argument to show that all obligations are
moral, or that moral obligations always trump others. In fact the
argument requires — and our nature requires — that we do have
some more local and contingent identities, which provide us with
most of our reasons to live and to act. Moral identity does not
swamp other forms of identity: no one is simply a moral agent and
nothing more. Bernard Williams is right when he says that if
morality demanded that of us, it would be incoherent.® But it

1 See Williams, ‘Persons, Character, and Morality’ and ‘Moral Luck’.
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would be wrong to conclude that therefore either moral obligation,
or our other obligations, can’t be unconditional. To conclude that
would not be to affirm the possibility of conflict, but rather to
remove its sting. Conflicting obligations can both be unconditional;
that’s just one of the ways in which human life is hard.

To clarify the point, we should distinguish between two kinds of
conflict. One may have a practical identity that is in and of itself
contradictory to the value of humanity — say, the identity of an
assassin. Or, one may have a practical identity that is not by its
nature contrary to moral value, but that leads to a conflict with it in
this or that case. The first kind of identity, and the conflicts it gener-
ates, 1s, I think, ruled out by the course of reflection I have tried to
describe. In so far as the importance of having a practical identity
comes from the value of humanity, it does not make sense to iden-
tify oneself in ways that are inconsistent with the value of human-
ity. But the second kind of conflict cannot be ruled out in this way.
Conflict between the specific demands of morality and those of
some more contingent form of identity may still exist.

3.5.2

One source of this second kind of conflict deserves special
mention, though I cannot give it a full treatment here: personal
relationships. Autonomy-based views of the sort I am advocating
here are often thought to be unduly individualistic, or even to
exclude deep forms of affiliation with others. In this section I want
to explain why I think my view does not do this, and also why I think
personal relationships can give rise to a special kind of conflict.

To do this, it will be helpful to contrast the view of personal rela-
tionships which I take to be correct with another view which is pop-
ularly assumed, although usually not fully articulated, in the
philosophical literature. According to this other view, a personal
relationship 1s an affectional tie — one loves or likes the other, where
that 1s thought of as being some sort of an emotion. The emotion
either consists in or causes two characteristic desires: you want to
be around this other person, and you desire his happiness or more
generally his good. This view is supposed to have three important
implications. First, since having personal relationships is a matter
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of having certain desires and feelings, even an egoist can have such
relationships. One does not need moral character to sustain them.
Second, and relatedly, personal relationships are quite different in
kind from moral ones. Moral relationships are governed by reason
and supposedly demand that we be relentlessly impartial; personal
relationships are governed by affection and pull us towards partial-
ity. Third, and as a consequence, there is an inherent tension
between personal relationships and morality, and that in two
senses. First, treating someone as a friend is quite different from
treating him morally, and may in a certain way exclude treating
him morally. Being motivated by a sense of duty is at odds with
being motivated by affection. Second, personal relationships draw
us to forms of partiality and favouritism which morality supposedly
frowns on.

I think that this view is mostly nonsense. In the first place, the
contrast on which it draws — the contrast between being motivated
by reason and being motivated by affection — is, on my view, inco-
herent. To be motivated ‘by reason’ is normally to be motivated by
one’s reflective endorsement of incentives and impulses, including
affections, which arise in a natural way.*' More importantly, the
account completely leaves out the essential element of willed
commitment. On the Kantian account which I favour, by contrast,
a personal relationship is a reciprocal commitment on the part of
two people to take one another’s views, interests, and wishes into
account. This kind of reciprocity leads to what Kant called ‘a unity
of will’, for the two parties must, at least in the areas their relation-
ship is concerned with, deliberate as one.*? Personal relationships
are therefore constitutive of one’s practical identity. One is a member
of the party of humanity, a Citizen of the Kingdom of Ends, but
one is a member of many smaller and more local communities as
well. A personal relationship is a Kingdom of Two — two who are
committed to being in a special degree ends for one another.

1

Itis only in cases of reflective rejection that the impulse to act or refrain has to ‘come from
reason’. For example, when I discover that my impulse to break a burdensome promise
must be reflectively rejected, that discovery itself must be the source of a new impulse, an
impulse to keep the promise. This second impulse is strictly speaking what Kant called
‘respect for law’. But respect for law more generally is expressed by the standing commit-
ment to act only on morally endorsable impulses.

2 Kant, Lectures on Ethics, p. 167.
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On this view, personal relationships are structurally just like
moral ones, except that they normally involve more fully realized
forms of reciprocity. Friends do not merely refrain from making
one another unhappy, but actively pursue each other’s interests, for
example. The virtues called upon by personal relationships are the
same as those called upon by moral ones: charity and respect. A
real diehard egoist could not be a friend, but this is not exactly
because you have to be moral to be a friend. It is imaginable that
someone might stand in this relationship of shared life and
deliberation with a few select persons while scorning humanity,
and exercise the virtues of charity and respect only towards those
few. For the reasons I have been laying out in this lecture, I think
that position is reflectively unstable, but it 1s still possible. More
importantly, however, even those who do acknowledge their
obligations to humanity at large will see their obligations to partic-
ular others as having independent force. Thus personal relation-
ships are not completely subsumed under morality, but they are not
affectional ties of a wholly different kind either.*

Personal relationships, then, as a form of practical identity, are
independent sources of obligation, like moral obligations in their
structure but not completely subsumed under them. And the
thought of oneself as a certain person’s friend or lover or parent or
child can be a particularly deep form of practical identity. There is
no obvious reason why your relationship to humanity at large
should always matter more to you than your relationship to some
particular person; no general reason why the laws of the Kingdom
of Ends should have more force than the laws of a Kingdom of
Two. I believe that this is why personal relationships can be the
source of some particularly intractable conflicts with morality.

CONCLUSION

3.61

In this lecture I have tried to establish two points. First, the reflec-
tive structure of human consciousness gives us authority over our-

¥ These views are spelled out in a little more detail in my ‘Creating the Kingdom of Ends:
Reciprocity and Responsibility in Personal Relations’.
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selves. Reflection gives us a kind of distance from our impulses
which both forces us, and enables us, to make laws for ourselves,
and it makes those laws normative. To make a law for yourself,
however, is at the same time to give expression to a practical
conception of your identity. Practical conceptions of our identity
determine which of our impulses we will count as reasons. And to
the extent that we cannot act against them without losing our sense
that our lives are worth living and our actions are worth under-
taking, they can obligate us.

Being human, we may at any point come to question the
normativity of one or another of our practical identities, to ask
why we must live up to them and conform to their laws. Why
should it matter whether I live up to the demands imposed upon
me by citizenship, or motherhood, or my profession? Most of the
ways 1n which we identify ourselves are contingent upon our par-
ticular circumstances, or relative to the social worlds in which we
live. How can we be bound by obligations which spring from
conceptions of our identity which are not in themselves necessary?

This leads to the second point. The course of reflection to which
this kind of question gives rise leads us to recognize the form of
identity which stands behind the others: our identity as human,
that is, as reflective animals who need to have practical conceptions
of our identity in order to act and to live. To treat your human
identity as normative, as a source of reasons and obligations, is to
have what I have been calling ‘moral identity’.

In one sense, moral identity is just like any other form of practi-
cal identity. To act morally is to act a certain way simply because
you are human, to act as one who values her humanity should.
Among the many things that you are, you are a member of the
party of humanity, or a Citizen of the Kingdom of Ends. And this
identity like any other carries certain obligations. But moral iden-
tity also stands in a special relationship to our other identities. First,
moral identity is what makes it necessary to have other forms of
practical identity, and they derive part of their importance, and so
part of their normativity, from it. They are important in part
because we need them. If we do not treat our humanity as a nor-
mative identity, none of our other identities can be normative, and
then we can have no reasons to act at all. Moral identity is therefore
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inescapable. Second, and for that reason, moral identity exerts a
kind of governing role over the other kinds. Practical conceptions
of your identity which are fundamentally inconsistent with the
value of humanity must be given up.

The views as I have presented it so far leaves three important
worries unaddressed. First, you may think that I have shown only
(or at most) that you must place a value on your own humanity, but
not yet that you therefore have obligations to other human beings.
Valuing your own humanity does not require valuing the humanity
of others. Second, you may object that moral concern should not
be limited to human beings at all: animals and other parts of
nature should have moral standing. And third, you may worry that
I have not really answered the sceptic, for I have several times said
that we must value our humanity if we are to value anything at all,
but I have not said why we must value anything at all. In the next
lecture, I will develop my account further by responding to these
objections.



LECTURE 4

The origin of value and the scope of obligation
Christine Korsgaard

If suicide is allowed then everything is allowed.
If anything is not allowed then suicide is not allowed.

This throws a light on the nature of ethics, for suicide is, so to
speak, the elementary sin . . .

... Oris suicide in itself neither good nor evil?
Wittgenstein'

INTRODUCTION

4.1.1

In this lecture I address three apparently unconnected worries to
which my argument in the last lecture gives rise. First, I will discuss
a familiar objection to the type of argument which I have offered:
the objection that valuing your own humanity does not commit
you to valuing that of others. I will argue that this objection does
not hold. It is based upon a false view about reasons, the view that
they are private mental entities. This response, which invokes
Wittgenstein’s ideas, will lead me into a discussion of the question
of the normative status of pain, and that will put me in a position
to address another familiar objection to Kantian theories: the
objection that basing all value upon the value of humanity gives no
moral standing to the other animals. I will argue that the other
animals do have moral standing and that a natural extension of the

! Wittgenstein, Notebooks 1914—1916, p. g1.
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sort of argument I have been presenting can accommodate that
fact. That argument in turn will lead me to some reflections about
the natural and in particular biological sources of value, and I will
move from those to a discussion of the question of normative scep-
ticism.

OBLIGATING ONE ANOTHER

4.2.1

In the last lecture I argued that we must value our own humanity,
and so that we must treat our human identity as a form of practi-
cal, normative identity. There, I took it for granted that this places
us under moral obligations: that is, that valuing one’s humanity
amounts to having what I called ‘moral identity’. The exact form
that moral obligations will take depends on how we cash out the
idea of moral identity, whether it is, say, as Citizen of the Kingdom
of Ends, participant in a common happiness, species being, one
among others who are equally real, or in some other way. But
valuing your own humanity will require conceiving yourself in one
of these ways only if we can conclude that valuing humanity in
your own person somehow implies, entails, or involves valuing it in
that of others.

There is a familiar objection to this conclusion, which is based in
turn on a view about how it is reached. Some background will help
to explain what the objection is. The project of justifying morality,
or showing each person that she has a reason to ‘be moral’, has
taken a certain characteristic shape in recent Anglo-American
moral philosophy. In the simplest versions, the individual is
thought to be self-interested, or, at least, self-interest is taken to be
an uncontroversial source of rational norms. Rational justifica-
tions of morality must then show that self-interest gives the individ-
ual some reason to participate in a moral system. Hobbes, as he is
traditionally interpreted, as well as contemporary heirs of that
interpretation such as Gauthier, produce arguments of this kind.?
Now some neo-Kantian justifications proceed, or anyway might be

? See Gauthier, Morals by Agreement.
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thought to proceed, in a similar way. These neo-Kantian justifica-
tions characteristically begin by showing that you are rationally
committed to a certain normative conception of yourself, or to
valuing certain features of yourself. They then try to move from
that conclusion to the further conclusion that you must hold the
same normative conception of others, or value the same features in
them, on pain of contradiction. Since I regard my humanity as
source of value, I must in the name of consistency regard your
humanity that way as well. So I must value the things that you
value. Or, to put it another way since I think my humanity is what
makes my desires into normative reasons, I must on pain of contra-
diction suppose that the humanity of others makes their desires
into normative reasons as well. Gewirth, for instance, makes an
argument that looks like this in Reason and Morality. Thomas Nagel’s
argument, in The Possibility of Altruism, may be read in this way as
well, although I think it should not be.

What such neo-Kantian arguments (or neo-Kantian arguments
so interpreted) and the Hobbesian arguments have in common is
this: both assume that an individual agent has private reasons, that
is, reasons that have normative force for her, and they try to argue
that those private reasons give the individual some reason to take
the (private) reasons of other people into account. Either the indi-
vidual’s private reasons are served by attention to other people’s
reasons, as in the neo-Hobbesian arguments; or the individual’s
private reasons are found logically to commit her to taking other
people’s reasons into account, as in the neo-Kantian arguments. If
public reasons are reasons which have normative force for every-
body, then we can see these arguments as trying to construct the
public character of reasons, starting from the assumption that
reasons are private.® If I have reason to take your reasons into
account and you have reason to take my reasons into account, then
we have reason to share our reasons, and we could just as well call
them all our reasons: public reasons. So the public character of
reasons is as it were created by the reciprocal exchange of inherently

* What I am calling ‘private’ and ‘public’ reasons are roughly what in contemporary jargon
are called ‘agent-relative’ and ‘agent-neutral’ reasons. My reason for switching terminol-
ogy will become apparent as my argument proceeds.
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private reasons, where that in turn is forced on us by the content of
the private reasons themselves.

Yet arguments that try to move us from private reasons to public
ones in this way suffer from certain standard defects. Prichard
pointed out that the self-interest arguments are at least in danger of
being completely irrelevant, since moral conduct by definition is
not conduct motivated by self-interest. These arguments also
inevitably encounter interference from the free-rider problem. The
neo-Kantian arguments are said to be logically flawed. Consistency
can force me to grant that your humanity is normative for you just
as mine 1s normative for me. It can force me to acknowledge that
your desires have the status of reasons for you, in exactly the same
way that mine do for me. But it does not force me to share in your
reasons, or make your humanity normative for me.* It could still be
true that I have my reasons and you have yours, and indeed that
they leave us eternally at odds. Human beings may still be egoistic,
not in the sense of being concerned only about themselves, but in
the sense defined by Nagel in The Possibility of Altruism. We each act
on our own private reasons, and we need some special reason, like
friendship or contract, for taking the reasons of others into account.

In one sense, this last objection is correct. If reasons were essen-
tially private, consistency would not force me to take your reasons
into account. And even if it did, it would do it in the wrong way. It
should show that I have an obligation f myselfto treat you in ways
that respect the value which I place on you. It would show that I
have duties with respect to you, about you, but not that there are
things I owe # you. But some duties really are owed # others: we
may be obligated by others, I will argue, in much the same way that
we may be obligated by ourselves.

All of these objections have something in common. They are all
ways of saying that private reasons will remain forever private, that
the gap from private reasons to public ones cannot be bridged by
argument. In one sense, this is just what we should expect. We
cannot know what an argument does until after we know whether
the reasons it employs are private or public.

The solution to these problems must be to show that reasons are

* See for instance Williams’s criticism of Gewirth in chapter v of Ethics and the Limits of
Philosophy.
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not private, but public in their very essence. This would almost,
although not quite, amount to showing that morality does not need
a justification. Prichard would be right after all: moral philosophy
would indeed rest on a mistake, if moral philosophy is the attempt
to argue us from having private reasons into having public ones.
But there are in turn two ways to go about showing that reasons are
inherently public. One is to try to defend some form of substantive
moral realism. Reasons are public because they are derived from or
refer to certain objective features of the public world, namely
objective values. We might call this view ‘publicity as objectivity’.
As the reference to Prichard reminds us, this is not so much a way
of arguing for morality as it is of insisting that it need not be done:
the project of justifying morality to the individual by making some
kind of appeal to the individual’s private reasons is rejected as
unnecessary, since the individual’s reasons could never have been
private in the first place. G. E. Moore’s rejection of egoism is
perhaps the argument that deploys this strategy most explicitly.
Moore argued that the idea that my own good could be good for
me and nobody else is simply incoherent; to say that something is
good for me is just to say that it is objectively good that I should
have it, and that is a goodness that exists for everybody.

The other way retains one element of the picture I began with.
The public character of reasons is indeed created by the reciprocal
exchange, the sharing, of the reasons of individuals. But it
acknowledges the point made by the criticisms made above. If
these reasons really were essentially private, it would be impossible
to exchange or to share them. So their privacy must be incidental
or ephemeral; they must be inherently shareable. We might call
this view ‘publicity as shareability’. I take this to be equivalent to
another thesis, namely, that what both enables us and forces us to
share our reasons is, in a deep sense, our social nature.

Although it is universally acknowledged that human beings are
in fact social animals, modern moral philosophers have usually not
considered it allowable to help themselves to this fact in arguments
aimed at justifying morality. Our sociability seems to be too biolog-
ical or contingent a fact to play a role in rational arguments.

> Moore, Principia Ethica, pp. 97-105.
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Perhaps we may think that we can imagine other rational beings
who are not social or even human beings who would choose not to
participate in social life. Or, alternatively, we may think that the
sense in which we are social is merely that we need to cooperate in
order to get the things we want as individuals, that we have private
reasons to be social. In that case, arguments for morality cannot
appeal to our social nature because our social nature is, roughly
speaking, what they are trying to prove.

But if our social nature is deep, in the sense that it is the nature of
our reasons that they are public and shareable, then justifications of
morality can and should appeal to it. So the kind of argument we
need here is not one that shows us that our private reasons
somehow commit us to public ones, but one that acknowledges that
our reasons were never more than incidentally private in the first
place. To act on a reason is already, essentially, to act on a consider-
ation whose normative force may be shared with others.® Once
that 1s in place, it will be easy to show how we can get someone who
acknowledges the value of his own humanity to see that he has
moral obligations.

4.2.2

What obligates me is reflection. I can obligate myself because [ am
conscious of myself. So if you are going to obligate me I must be
conscious of you. You must be able to intrude on my reflections —
you must be able to get under my skin. People suppose that practi-
cal reasons are private because they suppose that reflection is a
private activity. And they suppose that, in turn, because they
believe in the privacy of consciousness. So what we need here is
some help from Wittgenstein.

4.2.3

Consider the private language argument. As Wittgenstein defines
it, a private language would be a language that referred to some-
thing essentially private and incommunicable, say for instance a

¢ See my “The Reasons We Can Share’ for a slightly different approach to this problem
than the one that follows here.
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sensation that 1s yours alone, and cannot be described in any other
way than by a name that you give it. You can’t even call it a tickle or
an itch, for then it would be communicable. So you just call it ‘S°.
And whenever you experience it, you say to yourself, “That was $’.

Wittgenstein argued that there couldn’t be any such language.
One way to understand his argument goes like this: meaning is
relational because it is a normative notion: to say that X means Y is to
say that one ought to take X for Y; and this requires two, a legislator
to lay it down that one must take X for Y, and a citizen to obey. And
the relation between these two is not merely causal because the
citizen can disobey: there must be a possibility of misunderstand-
ing or mistake. Since it is a relation, in which one gives a law to
another, it takes two to make a meaning. So you cannot peer
inwardly at an essentially private and incommunicable sensation
and say ‘that is what I mean by S’ and so in that way mean some-
thing. For if that is what you mean by S, then when you call some-
thing S it must be that, and if you call something else S you must be
wrong. But if what you call S is just that sensation which makes you
feel like saying ‘S’, and it cannot be identified in any other way,
then you cannot be wrong. As Wittgenstein puts it:

But ‘T impress it on myself” [that is, I impress upon my self that ‘S’ will be
my name for this sensation] can only mean: this process brings it about
that [ remember the connection right in the future. But in the present case
1 have no criterion of correctness. One would like to say: whatever is
going to seem right to me is right. And that only means that here we
cannot talk about ‘right’.?

So the idea of a private language is inconsistent with the normativ-
ity of meaning.

If we read Wittgenstein that way, there is an obvious similarity
between the kind of normativity which he thinks characterizes lan-
guage and the kind of normativity which I have been attributing to
practical reasons. We could make a parallel argument against
private reasons: reasons are relational because reason is a normative
notion: to say that R is a reason for A is to say that one should do

7 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, sections 243fF., pp. 88ff.
8 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, section 258, p. g2.
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Abecause of R; and this requires two, a legislator to lay it down, and
a citizen to obey. And the relation between them is not just causal
because the citizen can disobey: there must be a possibility of irra-
tionality or wrongdoing Since it is a relation, and indeed a relation
in which one gives a law to another, it takes two to make a reason.
And here the two are the two elements of reflective consciousness,
the thinking self and the acting self: what I have been talking about
all along is how you can make laws and reasons for your self.’

4-2.4

There are two important points here. The first point is that the
mistake involved in thinking that a meaning is a mental entity is
exactly like that involved in thinking that a reason is a mental entity.
To talk about values and meanings is not to talk about entities,
either mental or Platonic, but to talk in a shorthand way about rela-
tions we have with ourselves and one another. The normative
demands of meaning and reason are not demands that are made
on us by objects, but are demands that we make on ourselves and
each other.'” ‘Bring me a slab!’ It is no accident that Wittgenstein
starts from the way we use language in scenes of command and
obedience.

The second point, which follows from the first, concerns privacy.
The private language argument does not show that I could not
have my own personal language. But it shows that I could not have
a language which is in principle incommunicable to anybody else.
When I make a language, I make its meanings normative for me.
As Wittgenstein puts it, I undertake to use words in certain ways."!
And however I go about binding myself to those meanings,
however I ‘bring it about that I remember the connection right in

% Tt may look as if there is a disanology here. The private language argument shows that you
cannot mean a certain sensation by ‘S’ just now and never again, because then you could
not be wrong, The remark I just made makes it look as if you could have a reason just now
and never again ~ the thinking self could bind the acting self to act a certain way just now.
Actually however I do not think that is a possibility, since the acting self cannot coherently
be taken to exist just at a particular moment. See my ‘Personal Identity and the Unity of
Agency: a Kantian Response to Parfit’, 113-114; and pp. 229—230 of this volume.

This is consistent with my earlier claim that a maxim is an intrinsically normative entity.
A maxim is a demand we make on ourselves: the relation is built into its nature.

"' Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, section 262, p. 93.
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the future’, it must be possible for me to bind another in exactly the
same way.'?

4.2.5

If I say to you ‘Picture a yellow spot!” you will. What exactly is hap-
pening? Are you simply cooperating with me? No, because at least
without a certain active resistance, you will not be able to help it. Is
it a causal connection then? No, or at least not merely that, for if
you picture a pink spot you will be mistaken, wrong. Causal connec-
tions cannot be wrong. What kind of necessity is this, both norma-
tive and compulsive? It is obligation.

4.2.6

Philosophers have been concerned for a long time about how we
understand the meanings of words, but we have not paid enough
attention to the fact that it is so hard not to. It is nearly impossible to
hear the words of a language you know as mere noise.'* And this
has implications for the supposed privacy of human consciousness.
For it means that I can always intrude myself into your conscious-
ness. All I have to do is talk to you in the words of a language
you know, and in that way I can force you to think. The space of

'2 Derek Parfit’s views on personal identity in part 111 of Reasons and Persons, are of use here,
because they help reduce the sense that my relationship to myself is unique, and in partic-
ular that T am unified and continuous with myself in a unique way. We might put his argu-
ments about memory and intention this way: however memory brings it about that I get
the past right, it must be possible for it to bind another in just the same way. However my
intentions bind me to certain actions in the future, they could bind someone else in just
the same way. Parfit’s arguments help to show that even an individual human conscious-
ness needs some sort of cement to hold it together. The physical bases of consciousness do
part of this work, but, as I argue in ‘Personal Identity and the Unity of Agency: a Kantian
Response to Parfit’, the construction of practical identity is also required to make an indi-
vidual unified. One might say that normativity holds our inner world together in some-
thing like the way causality holds the outer world together. That is why we have always
thought that the soul and value have something special to do with each other.

One philosopher has at least noticed it. In the Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, Hume
has Cleanthes argue that you can no more really doubt that the teleological organization
of the world is an expression of intelligence than you could doubt that a voice from the
sky, which spoke to you in your own language, was an expression of intelligence (part 11,
pp- 152-153). This analogy depends on the impossibility of hearing the words of a lan-
guage you know as mere noise.

=
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linguistic consciousness is essentially public, like a town square.
You might happen to be alone in yours, but I can get in anytime.
Wittgenstein says: “Think in this connection how singular is the use
of a person’s name to call him!"**

4.2.7

If I call out your name, I make you stop in your tracks. (If you love
me, I make you come running,) Now you cannot proceed as you did
before. Oh, you can proceed, all right, but not just as you did
before. For now if you walk on, you will be ignoring me and slight-
ing me. It will probably be difficult for you, and you will have to
muster a certain active resistance, a sense of rebellion. But why
should you have to rebel against me? It is because I am a law to you.
By calling out your name, I have obligated you. I have given you a
reason to stop.

Of course that’s overstated: you don’t have to stop. You have
reasons of your own, and you might decide, rightly or wrongly, that
they outweigh the one I have given you. But that I have given you a
reason is clear from the fact that, in ordinary circumstances, you
will feel like giving me one back. ‘Sorry, I must run, I'm late for an
appointment.” We all know that reasons must be met with reasons,
and that is why we are always exchanging them.

4.2.8

When we experience a desire or an impulse, we consider whether
to treat it as a reason, whether to make it our maxim to act on it. We
may or may not, though in ordinary cases, we will, so long as there
is no reason why not. In that sense, our ordinary impulses have
standing with us, an automatic right at least to be heard.

So the first point here is that the reasons of others have some-
thing like the same standing with us as our own desires and
impulses do."> We do not seem to need a reason to take the reasons

4 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, section 27, p. 13.
15 T thank Ulrike Heuer for supplying this comparison.
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of others into account. We seem to need a reason not to. Certainly
we do things because others want us to, ask us to, tell us to, all the
time. We give each other the time and directions, open doors and
step aside, warn each other of imminent perils large and small. We
respond with the alacrity of obedient soldiers to telephones and
doorbell and cries for help. You could say that it is because we want
to be cooperative, but that is like saying that you understand my
words because you want to be cooperative. It ignores the same
essential point, which is that it is so hard not to.

Now the egoist may reply that this does not establish that other
people’s reasons are reasons for me. [ am merely describing a deep
psychological fact — that human beings are very susceptible to one
another’s pressure. We tend to cave in to the demands of others.
But nothing I have said so far shows that we really have to treat the
demands of others as reasons.

4.2.9

Doesn’t it? Consider an exchange of reasons. A student comes to
your office door and says: ‘I need to talk to you. Are you free now?’
and you say ‘No, I've got to finish this letter right now, and then I've
got to go home. Could you possibly come around tomorrow, say
about three?” And your student says ‘Yes, that will be fine. I'll see
you tomorrow at three then.’

What is happening here? On my view, the two of you are reason-
ing together, to arrive at a decision, a single shared decision, about
what to do. And I take that to be the natural view. But if egoism is
true, and reasons cannot be shared, then that is not what is hap-
pening. Instead, each of you backs into the privacy of his practical
consciousness, reviews his own reasons, comes up with a decision,
and then re-emerges to announce the result to each other. And the
process stops when the results happen to coincide, and the agents
know it, because of the announcements they have made to each
other.

Now consider an exchange of ideas, of meanings, rather than an
exchange of practical reasons. Here we do not find these two possi-
bilities. If meanings could not be shared, there would be no point
in announcing the results of one’s private thinking to anybody else.
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If they can be shared, then it is in principle possible to think the
issues through together, and that is what people do when they talk.
But if we have to grant that meanings can be shared, why not grant
that practical reasons can be shared too?

The egoist may reply that I am leaving out an option. The
student/teacher relation is a personal one. People who enter into
particular personal relationships have special reasons to take each
other’s reasons into account. So the exchange I've just described
takes place against a background agreement that the parties
involved will take each other’s reasons into account. The egoist is
someone who acts on his own reasons, not someone who has no
concern for others. So you and your student reason together
because you have tacitly agreed to, but this does not show that this
1s what usually happens.

But the objection re-emerges within this framework. How are
we to understand this personal relationship? If reasons are still
private then it goes like this: each of you has a private reason to
take the reasons of the other into account. A personal relationship
is then an interest in one another’s interests. I've already explained,
in lecture 3, why I think this isn’t right. But in any case this wouldn’t
change the shape of the deliberation — you still back into your
private deliberative spaces and then re-emerge to announce the
results. This only shows why you think there’s a point in the exer-
cise at all, why you hope to reach a convergence.

. But if you are really reasoning together, if you have joined your
wills to arrive at a single shared decision — well, then that can
happen, can’t it? And why shouldn’t it be what usually happens?
Why shouldn’t language force us to reason practically together, in
just the same way that it forces us to think together?

4.2.10

Now how do we get from here to moral obligation? This is where
Thomas Nagel’s argument, from The Possibility of Altruism, comes
into its own.

Suppose that we are strangers and that you are tormenting me,
and suppose that I call upon you to sigp. I say: ‘How would you like
itif someone did that to you?’ And now you cannot proceed as you



The origin of value and the scope of obligation 143

did before. Oh, you can proceed all right, but not just as you did
before. For I have obligated you to stop.

How does the obligation come about? Just the way Nagel says
that it does. I invite you to consider how you would like it if
someone did that to you. You realize that you would not merely
dislike it, you would resent it. You would think that the other has a
reason to stop, more, that he has an obligation to stop. And that
obligation would spring from your own objection to what he does
to you. You make yourself an end for others; you make yourself a
law to them. But if you are a law to others in so far as you are just
human, just someone, then the humanity of others is also a law to
you. By making you think these thoughts, I force you to acknowledge the
value of my humanity, and I obligate you to act in a way that
respects it.

There is an appeal to consistency in this argument; it is meant to
remind you of what the value of humanity requires. But it is not
what makes you take my reasons into account, or bridges the gap
between your reasons and mine, for there is no gap to bridge. Of
course it’s true that, as Nagel observes, the argument would not go
through if you failed to see yourself, to identify yourself, as just
someone, a person, one person among others who are equally real.
The argument invites you to change places with the other, and you
could not do that if you failed to see what you and the other have in
common. Suppose you could say ‘someone doing that to me, why
that would be terrible! But then I am me, after all.” Then the argu-
ment would fail of its effect, it would not find a foothold in you. But
the argument never really fails in that way.

For it to fail in that way, I would have to hear your words as mere
noise, not as intelligible speech. And it is impossible to hear the
words of a language you know as mere noise. In hearing your
words as words, I acknowledge that you are someone. In acknowledg-
ing that I can hear them, I acknowledge that I am someone. If 1 listen
to the argument at all, I have already admitted that each of us is
someorne.

Nagel characterized the egoist as a practical solipsist and of
course he was right. And no form of solipsism is an option for us.
You can no more take the reasons of another to be mere pressure
than you can take the language of another to be mere noise.
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4.2.11

You can try, of course. She says, ‘My career is just as important to
me as yours is to you, you know. I have ambitions too.” He says, ‘It
isn’t the same thing for a woman.” What isn’t the same? Does
‘career’ mean something different to her? Does ‘ambition’ How
about ‘important’® Or (let’s get down to brass tacks) how about ‘I?’

In Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, Demea suggests
that when we use the names of human characteristics, like ‘intel-
lect’ and ‘will’, to describe the Deity, they don’t mean quite the
same thing that they mean when we apply them to ourselves, since
divine attributes are beyond our understanding. And Cleanthes
replies that unless these words mean the same thing that they mean
in our own case, they don’t mean anything at all. They’re just
noise. '®

She’s trying to obligate him; he’s trying to block it. So he tries to
tell her, and he tries to tell himself, that she’s just making noise.

4.2.12

I believe that the myth of egoism will die with the myth of the
privacy of consciousness. Now you may object that the way in
which I have argued against the privacy of consciousness — by
showing that we can think and reason together — has nothing to do
with what philosophers mean when they discuss that privacy. What
they mean by privacy is that you don’t always know what someone
else is thinking or feeling. The way in which you have access to the
contents of another person’s mind — through words and expressions
and other such forms of evidence —doesn’t allow you to look around
in it freely, and make sure that you know what’s there and what’s not.

But that’s not an issue about privacy. If you accept the thesis that
consciousness is reflective rather than internally luminous, then
you must admit that you don’t have access to your own mind in that
way. So that doesn’t mark a difference between the kind of rela-
tionship you have to yourself and the kind that you have to others.
All we've got here is a matter of degree. You know some people

16 Hume, Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion. For Demea’s remarks, see part Ir, pp. 141-142;
for Cleanthes’s reply, see part v, pp. 158—-159; and again part X1, p. 203.
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better than others; if you’re honest and lucky, you know yourself
pretty well.

Human beings are social animals in a deep way.'” It is not just
that we go in for friendship or prefer to live in swarms or packs.
The space of linguistic consciousness — the space in which mean-
ings and reasons exist — is a space that we occupy together.

THE ORIGIN OF VALUE AND THE VALUE OF LIFE

4.3.1

Pain is an objection. Interestingly, it is an objection to several of the
views which I have discussed here. First, for many, pain is the
biggest stumbling block to accepting Wittgenstein’s views about
our mental lives. It seems to them that pain is a sensation and that it
is in the mind and therefore that what it is to be in pain is to have a
sensation in your mind. And it seems to them that there could be a
pain, otherwise indescribable but recognizable upon repetition,
that was private in just the sense that Wittgenstein denied. Second,
for many, pain is the biggest temptation to some form of naturalis-
tic realism about normativity. One can have doubts about pleasure,
for there are pleasures we deplore, but pain seems obviously to be a
kind of normative fact. And third, if that is so, pain is an objection
to Kantian ethics, or to any ethics which makes the value of
humanity the foundation of all value. For the other animals suffer
pain, and if pain is intrinsically normative, then it matters that they
do. Animals just as such should have moral standing.

4.3.2

The first two objections are related. Wittgenstein’s argument
against a private language deploys one of the standard objections

'” Another powerful account of our social nature can be found in Hume. Hume’s argument
about why virtue is its own reward, which I discussed in lecture 2 in connection with the
problem of the sensible knave, can be seen as an argument against the privacy of con-
sciousness. It shows how we live in each other’s eyes. To that extent it does some of the
same work as Wittgenstein’s argument. It may also serve as a useful supplement to
Wittgenstein’s, since it helps to show why we continue to live in each other’s eyes even
when we are not actually talking
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against any form of normative naturalism ~ that you cannot be
wrong. Hobbes said you could only be obligated by the law if the
sovereign is able to punish you. But if you break the law and get
away with it, then the sovereign was not after all able to punish you
and so you were not wrong. Hume says that your reason is your
strongest desire. But if you always act from your strongest desire,
then you always do what you have reason to do, and you cannot be
wrong. Wittgenstein says that if a word just refers to the very sensa-
tion that makes you feel like saying that word, then you cannot be
wrong.

But both the opponent of Wittgenstein and the normative realist
point to pain, and more generally to sensation, as a case of where it
seems to be no objection to say that we cannot be wrong. In fact it
creates a foundation. The utilitarian claims that pleasure and pain
are facts which are also values, a place where the natural and nor-
mative are one, and so where ethics can find a foundation in the
natural world. And this is exactly analogous to the epistemological
claim that our sensations are the place where the natural and the
normative are one, and so where knowledge can find a foundation
in the world. Sensations are seen to be intrinsically normative enti-
ties, about which we cannot be wrong,

433

But can’t we? ‘I cannot be wrong about whether I am seeing red.’ If
you mean that the object before you is red, you can certainly be
wrong. ‘No, I mean that I am having a red sensation.” And what is
that? It is the sensation that makes you feel like saying that a thing is
red. You are not describing a condition that explains what you are
inclined to say. You are simply announcing what you are inclined to
say. In the same way, someone who says he is in pain is not describ-
ing a condition which gives him a reason to change his condition.
He is announcing that he has a very strong impulse to change his
condition.

Now that way of putting it, inspired by Wittgenstein, has a
problem. People have thought that Wittgenstein was making a
point about language, to the effect that when people talk about their
own inner states and sensations they must be using language
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expressively, as if ‘I am in pain’ could only be a cry of pain, and you
could not simply be reporting your condition. Of course you can
report your condition; once you’ve mastered the language, you can
do anything you like. His point is rather about mental activities,
and whether a way of talking leaves anything for them to be. If ‘I
see something red’ means ‘1 am having a red sensation’ then one can
never perceive; one can only announce the results of a perception
that has already taken place. For what is this ‘having’? Did the little
person in your mind perceive the red sensation? Wittgenstein is
attacking a certain picture of what it is like to be conscious, which
reduces all mental activity to the contemplation of sensations and
ideas. And the language of ‘having’ supports this picture. Does ‘I
am in pain’ mean ‘T am having a horrible sensation’> What here is
the form of the ‘having’? Are you contemplating it? What would be
so horrible about that?

434

But surely, you will reply, a phpsical pain is not just an impulse to
change your condition? It & a sensation of a certain character.
Now I am not denying that when we are in pain part of what is
going on is that we are having sensations of a certain character. I
am however denying that the painfulness of pain consists entirely
in the character of those sensations. The painfulness of pain con-
sists in the fact that these are sensations which we are inclined to
fight. You may want to ask: why are we inclined to fight them if
they are not horrible in themselves? In some cases we are biologi-
cally wired this way; pain could not do its biological job if we were
not inclined to fight it. When nature equipped us with pain she was
giving us a way of taking care of ourselves, not a reason to take care
of ourselves. Why do you thrash? Is it as if you were trying to hurl
your body away from itself? Why do you say ‘as if? Pain really is
less horrible if you can curb your inclination to fight it. This is why
it helps, in dealing with pain, to take a tranquillizer or to lie down.
Ask yourself how, if the painfulness of pain rested just in the
character of the sensations, it could help to lie down? The sen-
sations do not change. Pain wouldn’t hurt if you could just relax
and enjoy it.
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If the painfulness of pain rested in the character of the sensa-
tions rather than in our tendency to revolt against them, our belief
that physical pain has something in common with grief, rage and
disappointment would be inexplicable. For that matter, what physi-
cal pains have in common with each other would be inexplicable,
for the sensations are of many different kinds. What do nausea,
migraine, menstrual cramps, pinpricks, and pinches have in
common, that makes us call them all pains? (Don’t say they’re all
horrible; that’s just repeating yourself.) What emotional pains have
in common with physical ones is that in these cases too we are in
the grip of an overwhelming urge to do battle, not now against our
sensations, but against the world. Stoics and Buddhists are right in
thinking that we could put an end to pain if we could just stop fight-
ing. The person who cared only for his own virtue, if there could be
such a person, would be happy on the rack.'"® They are wrong if
they conclude that we should therefore stop fighting. Many pains
are worth having; one may even say that they are true. Pain is not
the condition that is a reason to change your condition, the condi-
tion in which the natural and the normative are one. It is your per-
ception that you have a reason to change your condition.'?

435

When you feel pity for someone, why does it strike you as a reason to
help him? Why don’t you just take a tranquillizer? Hutcheson says

"% Of course there could not be such a person, or at least, he could not Aave the virtues which
were the only things he cared about. To have the virtues is in part to care about certain
external things.

Some will want to say that physical pain would be just as bad even if it were not a percep-~
tion of our body’s condition. Imagining physical pain apart from our body’s condition is
like imagining colour apart from coloured objects. In Philosophical Inuestigations, section
276, p. 96, Wittgenstein says that our suspicions ought to be aroused by the idea that we
can detach the colour impression from the object, like a membrane. In the same way, it
ought to be aroused by the idea that we can detach the sensation of pain from the bodily
state of which it is a perception. In response to an earlier version of this footnote, more
than one person suggested to me that a headache is a pain that does not seem to be a per-
ception of any sort of bodily condition. In section 314, p. 104, Wittgenstein says ‘It shews
a fundamental misunderstanding, if I am inclined to study the headache I have now in
order to get clear about the philosophical problem of sensation.” I am not exactly sure
what he means, but it cerfainly ought to arouse our suspicion about this example that
headaches occur in the kead. I agree with Wittgenstein that it is a mistake to take this kind
of case as the central one to study, but I do address it in section 4.3.11 below.
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‘If our sole Intention, in Compassion or Pity, was the Removal of
our Pain, we should run way, shut our Eyes, divert our Thoughts
from the miserable Object, to avoid the Pain of Compassion, which
we seldom do . . ’* The point is reiterated by Nagel: ‘Sympathy is
not, in general, just a feeling of discomfort produced by the recogni-
tion of distress in others, which in turn motivates one to relieve their
distress. Rather, it is the pained awareness of their distress as some-
thing to be relieved.’*' Wittgenstein says ‘How am I filled with pity for
this man? How does it come out what the object of my pity is? (Pity,
one may say, is a form of conviction that someone else is in pain.)’??
Pity is painful because it is the perception of another’s pain, and so
the perception that there is a reason to change As condition.

4.3.6

Pain is the perception of a reason. Since animals have pain, and up
until now I have seemed to suggest that only human beings have
reasons, this will take a moment to explain.

The best account of what an animal is comes from Aristotle. We
have already seen that Aristotle thought that the form of a thing is
the organization or arrangement of its parts that allows it to be
what it is, to do what it does, to do its job. Now Aristotle thought
that a luing thing is a thing with a special kind of form. A living
thing is so designed as to maintain and reproduce itself. It has what
we might call a self-maintaining form. So it is its own end; its job is
Just to keep on being what it is. Its business in life is to preserve its
own identity. And its organs and activities are arranged to that end.?

If a living thing is an animal, if it is conscious, then part of the
way it preserves its own identity is through its sensations. And this is

® This passage is from the 1726 edition of Hutcheson's fnguiry and is not in Raphael; one

may find it in Selby-Bigge, British Moralists, p. 93. Raphael used the 1738 edition, which
contains a passage parallel to this one on p. 276.

The Possibility of Altruism, p. 8o n.1.

Philosophical Investigations, section 287, p. 98.

This is not a piece of teleological metaphysics that we need to give up, or that is inconsis-
tent with the Scientific World View. It is an account of what a living thing is, not an
account of why there are such things. In so far as the process of natural selection accounts
for the existence of living things, it is perfectly clear why they are ‘designed’ to maintain
and reproduce themselves.
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where pain comes in. When something is a threat to its physical
existence, or would be if it went on long enough, the animal per-
ceives that fact, and revolts against it. The animal is moved to take
action to fix what is wrong. Suppose for instance the animal needs
nourishment. It perceives that by getting hungry It finds this
unpleasant and is moved to get something to eat. Don’t be con-
fused here: it is not that the pain is an unpleasant sensation which
gives the animal a reason to eat. The animal has a reason to eat,
which is that it will die if it does not. It does not know that it has
that reason, but it does perceive it. The sensation in question is the
sensation of hunger, not of pain. But an animal is designed to per-
ceive and revolt against threats to the preservation of its identity,
such as hunger. When it does that, it is in pain.

437

Now consider this comparison:

1 A human being is an animal whose nature it is to construct a
practical identity which is normative for her. She is a law to
herself. When some way of acting is a threat to her practical
identity and reflection reveals that fact, the person finds that she
must reject that way of acting, and act in another way. In that
case, she is obligated.

2 A living thing is an entity whose nature it is to preserve and
maintain its physical identity. It is a law to itself. When some-
thing it is doing is a threat to that identity and perception reveals
that fact, the animal finds that it must reject what it is doing and
do something else instead. In that case, it is in pain.

Obligation is the reflective rejection of a threat to your identity.

Pain is the unreflective rejection of a threat to your identity. So pain is

the perception of a reason, and that is why it seems normative.

4.3.8
There is a point, and an important one, at which these two ideas
come together. It concerns the negative moral emotions. In lecture
1, when I was explaining the voluntarist conception of the
motive of duty, I argued that according to Hobbes and Pufendorf,
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sanctions are essential to the legislator’s authority. Although we are
not supposed to do our duty out of the fear of punishment or the
hope of reward, no one who cannot impose sanctions on us is in a
position to require anything of us. In lecture 3, I argued that we are
in a position to require things of ourselves, that we have legislative
authority over ourselves. And I also argued that a person’s own
mind does indeed impose sanctions on her: that when we don’t do
what we should, we punish ourselves, by guilt and regret and
repentance and remorse.

But do I mean to say that the authority of your own mind over
your conduct is in any case inevitable, or do I mean to say that it
depends on your mind’s capacity to punish you? If you didn’t expe-
rience regret or remorse when you acted against your own mind’s
command, would you then be free to ignore your mind’s
command??*

The answer lies in what I have just said. Pain is the perception of
a reason: that applies when we look back as well as at the present
and when we look ahead.” Someone who recalls failing to do what
she was obligated to do will experience pain, and that is what
remorse and regret are. The mind’s authority does not depend
upon the experience of the negative moral emotions, but it
absolutely implies it. A mind that could not perceive its reasons,
after all, could not function as a mind at all.?®
# Tthank Andrews Reath for pointing this problem out to me.

# For the view that regret and the moral emotions {especially resentment) are backwards-
looking responses to reasons, see Nagel, The Possibility of Altruism.

% What I say here is modelled on Kant’s account of respect, the forward-looking or present-
tense moral emotion of an agent who is morally obligated to act. Respect is our awareness
of the activity of moral reason in our own minds: this awareness has the character of a
feeling because being motivated by reason has an effect on feeling — it thwarts inclination
(producing pain) and strikes down self-conceit (producing humiliation). (Critique of
Practical Reason, pp. 71-76; in Beck’s translation, pp. 74—79.) Kant’s account of respect, as
well as the argument I give here, show the artificiality of supposing that accounts of the
moral emotions are either completely separable from or only contingently related to
accounts of moral reason. If the mind must be percipient of its activities, and if pleasure
and pain as well as the emotions that grow out of them are among its perceptions of its
activities, then emotions must play an essential role in moral life even on the most rational-
istic theory. More generally, those who suppose that we can imagine completely emotion-
less rational beings tend to have in mind violent emotions like the passions of love or rage
and to forget that these are continuous with the low-level forms of affect that more quietly
pervade mental life ~ for example, the phenomenon of being interested in something, It

seems to me to be extremely doubtful that we can imagine a sensible creature that lacks
these forms of affect. See also lecture 3, note 30.
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439
John Balguy, an eighteenth-century British rationalist, wrote:

It may ... be questioned, whether Pleasure can, in Strictness, be called the
ultimate End of a sensible Agent. Considered as Sensible, he seems to be
rather fumselfhis own ultimate End. He pursues it for Ais own Sake, regards
it always with Reference to himself, and all his Views about it terminate in
himself: ¥

It is ‘considered as Sensible’, that a person is his own end. But
animals are sensible too and that means they are their own ends
too. This is the view of pleasure and pain that I am advocating
here. They are expressive of the value that an animal places on
itself.

It sounds funny to say that an animal places value on itself,
because for us that is an exercise of reflection, so it sounds as if it
means that the animal thinks itself to be of value. Of course I don’t
mean that. I am just talking about the kind of thing that it is. As
Aristotle said it is its own end. Valuing itself just is its nature.

To say that life is a value is almost a tautology. Since a living
thing is a thing for which the preservation of identity is imperative,
life 1s a form of morality. Or to put the point less strangely and in a
way that has been made more familiar to us by Aristotle, morality is
just the form that hwman life takes.

4.3.10

From here the argument proceeds as it did in the case of other
people. I won’t spell out the details here. Roughly it will look like
this: I first point out to you that your animal nature is a fundamen-
tal form of identity on which the normativity of your human iden-
tity, your moral identity, depends. It is not just as human but
considered as sensible, considered as an animal, that you value
yourself and are your own end. And this further stretch of reflec-
tion requires a further stretch of endorsement. If you don’t value
your animal nature, you can value nothing. So you must endorse
its value. And the reasons and obligations to which your animal

¥ Balguy, The Foundation of Moral Goodness, part 11, pp. 25-26.
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identity gives rise are not private reasons. However you bind your-
self by those reasons, you can bind and be bound by others as well.
So the reasons of other animals are also reasons for you.

When you pity a suffering animal, it is because you are perceiv-
ing a reason. An animal’s cries express pain, and they mean that
there is a reason, a reason to change its condition. And you can no
more hear the cries of an animal as mere noise than you can the
words of a person. Another animal can obligate you in exactly the
same way another person can. It is a way of being someone that you
share.?® So of course we have obligations to animals.

4.3.11

In some cases, pain is a misperception of a reason: there is no underly-
ing malfunction or identity-threatening condition that it signals. In
others, there is one, but there is nothing we can do about it: the
person, or the animal, is beyond help or cure. Yet in these cases, we
are still concerned to alleviate the pain. Someone is dying of an
incurable disease; or an animal must be killed — we want to make
things as painless as possible for them. If a pain is not a perception
of a reason, or if we can do nothing about the reason that it does
perceive, 1s there then no reason to alleviate it? Or if there is one,
doesn’t that show that I am wrong — that pain is after all intrinsi-
cally bad?

A first point is that although such a pain may signal a threat to
your physical identity, the pain uself threatens the other parts of
your identity as well. It is hard to be yourself, to think and react
normally, when you are in pain. And the dying (say) want to go on
being themselves as long as possible. Here the imperative to pre-
serve identity does give rise to a reason to alleviate pain in a
straightforward way. But this answer appears to cover only certain
cases, and to be primarily concerned with the human case. The
real answer, I think, goes a little deeper.

I have suggested that the other animals do not have a reflective
consciousness — that they are not, as we are, self-conscious.
Nevertheless, it may be said that pain and reasons share a reflective

% We are, or should be, the most social of all the animals, since we are the ones who can
form a conception of what all animals have in common.
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structure. A reason is an endorsement of an impulse; a pain is a
reaction to a sensation. And when a state has this sort of double
structure, or reference to itself] it is recursive. An animal which is in
pain is objecting to its condition. But it also objects to being in a
condition to which it objects. 1t 15 a pain to be in pan. And that is not a
trivial fact.

As it is impossible to think without saying to oneself ‘I think’ so it
1s nearly impossible to suffer without having the awareness of
oneself as suffering. And we object to this as well as to the suffering
itself. In the human case, at least, this recursive structure is per-
fectly clear. Earlier I suggested that as physical pain is a revolt
against our sensations, so emotional pains like grief, rage, and dis-
appointment are revolts against the world. And for us, physical
pain is almost always accompanied by such emotional pains, for we
revolt against the world in which we can be made to feel pain. We
experience pain as an assault on the self, and may resent it as if it
were an enemy. Now an animal does not quite in this way think
about itself when it is in pain. But to the extent that it objects not
only to its condition, but to being in an objectionable condition, it
has itself in view. It too perceives pain as an assault on the self, and
suffers from its suffering

This 1s why pain is nearly always bad — because the creatures
who suffer from it object to it. But it is important to see that this
does not show that pain is an intrinsically bad sensation. For one
thing, we don’t always object to pain, and this on two levels. First,
we don’t always object to the sensations that we sometimes call
‘pain’. An acute sensation, say, of effort or of appetite will be
welcome in one context, unwelcome in another. The sensation of
effort when we expect to be successful, or of appetite when we
expect to be satisfied, gives relish to an activity; pretty much the
same sensations, with no prospect of overcoming in view, may
cause a certain panic, and then they will be pains. And sometimes
we welcome, not just the sensations to which in other contexts we
object, but even pain itself. No one, I suppose, would choose not to
experience grief at the death of a loved one at all, although we are
rightly afraid of finding it unbearable. We may object to a world in
which our loved ones are taken away, but if they are taken away, we
do not want to fail to experience the fact, to register it as an evil.
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And that is related to the deepest point of all here. The impulse
to think that pain is an intrinsically bad sensation springs from a
fundamental error about the way in which value is related to con-
sciousness. Value exists in the deliberative perspective, or anyway
in the perspective of a conscious agent, but that does not mean that
it must be in the mind rather than in the world. When I say that
pain is not a reason but rather is the perception of a reason, the
utilitarian takes that to mean that pain and pleasure simply bring
us information about reasons which exist independently of con-
sciousness and perception themselves. It is as if the utilitarian
thinks we have to choose between two views of the relationship
between consciousness and value: the utilitarian’s own view which
holds that value applies directly only to conscious states themselves;
and a kind of instrumental view which says that conscious states
like pleasure and pain merely bring us information about values
which are out there in the world, and which we need only care
about if we can do something about them. But both of these views
are wrong.

I can only articulate what is wrong here by making a compari-
son. Being in a pain that signals a condition you can do nothing
about is like looking at a picture of something horrifying — a snuff
movie, concentration camp photographs. It is bad to look at a
picture of something bad, although sometimes we have reason to
do so, to face it — but as the case of grief shows, that’s also true of
pain. The badness of looking at the picture cannot be explained in
terms simply of the value of the information that it brings us, for it
is bad to look whether or not there is anything we can do about the
bad situation which the picture portrays. And this badness nor-
mally gives us a reason not to look at the picture. Someone who felt
free to enjoy watching a snuff movie, on the grounds that he could
no longer do anything to save the person who dies in the movie
anyway, would be making a terrible error. But this has no tendency,
none whatsoever, to show that the badness of looking at the movie is
independent of the badness of what is portrayed there. We turn away
not merely because it pains us, but because of the evil which our
pain perceives.?

# I thank Derek Parfit for prompting me to deal with this problem.
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4.3.12

According to Aristotle, the soul comes in what we might think of as
layers. All life has a nutritive and reproductive soul, a kind of plant
soul; animals add a perceptive and locomotive soul; and we add to
that a rational soul. Plants, although not sensible, are in a way orga-
nized to be their own end. Like animals they have a self-maintain-
ing form. And it is also true that we find it natural to use the
language of reason and action about plants. We say that a plant
needs water, that it turns towards the light, even that it is not Aappy in
that window and must be moved to another. So do we also have
duties to plants?

I don’t think so. Since a plant is not conscious, being a plant is
not a way of being someone, so it is not a way of being someone
that we share with them.*® (I do not know how to defend that point
further.) Still, I can’t help thinking that the kind of thing Kant
believed about our obligations with regard to natural objects gen-
erally is true of our obligations with regard to plants. Kant thought
that we have no duty % other things found in nature, but that we
have duties with regard to them, to treat them in ways that show a
sensitivity to the fact that they are alive (in the case of plants and
animals) and beautiful (Kant’s example is ‘beautiful crystal forma-
tions’). He thought that these duties are really grounded in a
general duty not to do things which will have a bad effect on our
own characters.*' This is an inadequate account of our obligations
to animals, but it seems to me to be right in the case of plants. Is it
crazy to say that there is something amiss with someone who
destroys plant life wantonly, or who can see a plant drooping but
still alive without wanting to give it a drink? Such a person shows a
lack of the reverence of life which is the basis of all value.*

% It may also matter that they are harder to individuate than animals: their criteria of iden-
tity are less well-defined.

3\ See Kant, The Metaphysics of Morals, pp. 442—443; in Gregor’s translation, pp. 237-238;
and the Lectures on Ethics, pp. 239—241.

32 In the current climate of opinion it is worth mentioning that I do not take the claim that
reverence for life is the basis of value to imply that abortion and euthanasia are always
wrong I cannot go into these complex topics here, although I will say something about
suicide and by implication euthanasia in the final section.
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4313
Do the animals have obligations to us? The idea is absurd. They
are not reflective, they do not construct or endorse their identities.
They don’t even know that they have them. They just have them.
But now suppose we ask the question this way: can we obligate
them? Then it is not so clear.

Your dog is sniffing around some other dog, and you don’t want
him to do that. So you call him. He looks at you, and then looks
away, and goes on investigating the other dog. You then call him
loudly, in a more commanding tone, and he comes. His reluctance
is visible, but he comes. So what happened? He didn’t want to
come, and you didn’t literally force him, say by dragging on the
leash. Yet he had to come. Isn’t this a case of obligation? Didn’t he
do what he didn’t want to do, because you are a law to him?

Now you will want to protest that of course this is not a case of
obligation. It is a case of domination. We know how this works. A
dog is a social animal, who lives in a pack characterized by struc-
tures of hierarchy and domination. You train a dog by making him
regard you as his pack leader. So it’s not that you obligate him. It is
just that you dominate him.

Now that is like saying that the reason we are inclined to do what
other people ask us to do is that we are susceptible to social pres-
sure. It isn’t exactly false, but it’s a completely external description
of the situation. It’s what the whole thing looks like from outside,
not what it looks like from the animal’s own point of view. From the
person’s own point of view, or the animal’s own point of view, pres-
sure and domination have a shape, a form. And that form is the
form of normativity —it is the form of law.

4314
The world of social animals is characterized by elaborate struc-
tures of hierarchy and domination. Although the ability to domi-
nate does have to do with strength and prowess, it is not related to it
in an obvious way. When two animals battle for dominance, the
battle may be highly ritualized, and often the losing party is not at
all injured. It is a battle of wills.
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Both Nietzsche and Freud believed that morality and the special
character of human consciousness emerged simultaneously in the
evolution of our species. Since I have grounded morality in the
special character of human consciousness — in particular, in its
reflective nature — I take these accounts to be harmonious with my
view. Both also believed that the special character of human con-
sciousness arose when the impulse to dominate — the will to power,
or the aggressive instincts — were deprived of any outlet and turned
against the self.* An intelligent, wilful animal, held captive and
punished by others, was not permitted to be aggressive. And
having nothing else to dominate, it turned these instincts inward,
and learned to dominate itself. And in that way reflective distance
and the autonomy that goes with it came into being. Nietzsche
describes it in this way:

Allinstincts that do not discharge themselves outwardly turn inward — this
is what I call the internalization of man: thus it was that man first developed
what was later called his ‘soul’. The entire inner world, originally as thin
as if it were stretched between two membranes, expanded and extended
itself, acquired depth, breadth, and height, in the same measure as
outward discharge was inhibited.*

The only way to prevent an aggressive animal from behaving
aggressively is to punish it — that is, to inflict pain on it. And this is
not like the pain that arises naturally in the life of an animal, when
nature and circumstance threaten its physical identity, and it finds
it must revolt against the threat. This pain 1s imposed from without,
when the animal is acting naturally, that is, doing what is made
imperative by the identity it naturally has. So this pain, the pain of
punishment, forces the animal to revolt against its own identity.
And then for the first time it says to itself: I should be different from
what I am, and it experiences guilt. And that is the origin of nor-
mative thought. Nietzsche warns us:

One should guard against thinking lightly of this phenomenon merely on
account of its initial painfulness and ugliness . . . this entire actize ‘bad con-
science’ . . . as the womb of all ideal and imaginative phenomena, also
brought to light an abundance of strange new beauty and affirmation,

# See for example Nietzsche, The Genealogy of Morals, essay 11; and Freud, Civilization and Iis
Discontents, chapter viI.
3 Nietzsche, The Genealogy of Morals, 1116, p. 84.
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and perhaps beauty itself — After all, what would be ‘beautiful’ if the con-
tradiction had not first become conscious of itself, if the ugly had not first
said to itself: ‘I am ugly?*®

Despite this admonition, Nietzsche did think that the achievements
of the bad conscience had been bought at a price, and Freud, who
saw this process recapitulated in the life of every human child,
agreed with him that there were grounds for concern. Roughly
speaking, they both believed that the psychic structures that give
rise to our ability to control our natural impulses are subject to a
natural dynamic that causes guilt to escalate, so that the better we
become, the more guilt we will feel. The morally good human
being comes to feel guilty even about Aaving natural impulses and
being an animal. Eventually this leads to extreme self-hatred, which
in turn produces a revolt against the world of nature, and a hatred
of life itself, and finally ends in complete nihilistic collapse. If value
begins with the fact that an animal is its own end and in a sense
values itself, then the bad conscience that leads us to hate ourselves
and our animal nature ends by undermining all value.*

But it is absurd to think that either Nietzsche or Freud supposed
we could simply go back. The moral revolution that Nietzsche
hoped and called for was not a return to the state of the aggressive
brute, but a second internalization which would turn the bad con-
science against itself the way the first internalization turned the
animal against itself.*” The result would be what Nietzsche called
the superman, a being whose consciousness is as different from our
own as ours is from that of the other animals, a being whose inner
life we can no more imagine than they can imagine ours.

It is a strange proposal. I have not brought up these ideas in
order to agree or disagree with Nietzsche and Freud’s worries
about humanity’s ability to tolerate itself. Their specific claims
about the natural dynamic of guilt would have to be examined in
more detail, and perhaps in a more scientific way, than I can do
here. They lived in priggish times, and the problem may have been
more local than they thought. As I pointed out earlier, there are

% Nietzsche, The Genealogy of Morals, 118, pp. 87-88.

% This last is of course more Nietzsche than Freud; I think it is what he meant when he sug-
gested that value might fail a self-critique.

7 See especially The Genealogy of Morals, essay 11, section 24.



160 CHRISTINE KORSGAARD

limits to the depth of obligation, because we know that we can
maintain our identities in a general way without at each and every
moment being ourselves. It is easy to imagine how this fact, prop-
erly deployed, could have therapeutic value. After all, we deploy it
whenever we laugh at ourselves, and that has therapeutic value.
Maybe a little distance is all we need to keep obligation from
getting out of control.

That isn’t exactly an alternative to Nietzsche’s idea. In one way
it is just what he had in mind — that we get a little control over our
own self-control. Just as reflective distance gave us control over our
animal nature, so maybe reflective distance from our self-control
could give us control over it. So this is pretty much the same as
Nietzsche’s idea, only a more local and occasional version of it,
and one which does not offer to turn us into supermen after all. You
may think that a loss or a gain as you like.

What I wanted from these views was simply this. Nietzsche and
Freud have provided us with a powerful account of how the distinc-
tive features of human conscience and consciousness could have
evolved in a natural world of animals. You can see them as trying to
explain how obligation ever emerged, a source of normativity in a
different, genealogical, sense. The account I have given of what
obligation is and where it comes from is harmonious with theirs.
And I take this to be a point in its favour.

SCEPTICISM AND SUICIDE

441

In one sense, the account of obligation which I have given in these
lectures is naturalistic. It grounds normativity in certain natural —
that 1s, psychological and biological — facts. I have traced the nor-
mativity of obligation to the fact of reflective consciousness and
the apparent normativity of pain to the fact of simple conscious-
ness, together with the nature of an animal. My account does not
depend on the existence of supernatural beings or non-natural
facts, and it is consistent with although not part of the Scientific
World View. In that sense, it is a form of naturalism.

But in another sense it is not. In another sense, a naturalistic
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view identifies normative truth with factual truth. It says, for
instance, that pain is intrinsically bad, and therefore the fact that
someone is in pain is a reason to do something about it. I have not
quite said that. Certainly I am not saying that reflective endorse-
ment — I mean the bare fact of reflective endorsement — is enough
to make an action right. For in one sense no human action can
happen without reflective endorsement. When people skip reflec-
tion or stop too soon, that is a kind of endorsement, for it implies
that the work of reflection is done. So if reflective endorsement
made an action right, there would be a sense in which every action
was right. This is once again the problem of normative naturalism.
There is no normativity if you cannot be wrong,

When we describe pleasure, or pain, or reflective endorsement
or rejection from outside of consciousness, third-personally, they
are merely facts. It is in standpoint created by consciousness, when
you are iz pain, or find yourself obligated, that value lives. We have
reasons in the way we have experiences and sensations, not as the
possession of mental entities, but as a fact about what it is like to be
conscious, about what it is like to be us. It is because the standpoint
created by consciousness can be made public by language or sym-
pathy that reasons and values can be shared. But that kind of pub-
licity is still inside the reflective standpoint. From outside of that
standpoint, we can recognize the fact of value, but we cannot rec-
ognize value itself.

So there is something left of the fact/value distinction, although
it isn’t much. The fact of value isn’t value itself — it is merely a fact.
But itis a fact of life. In fact, it is #he fact of life. It is the natural con-
dition of living things to be valuers, and that is why value exists.

4.4.2

If value is the fact of life, then a rejection of all value takes the form
of arejection of life. The most straightforward expression of com-
plete practical normative scepticism would therefore be a form of
suicide. Of course not every case of suicide is like this: I believe that
there can be good reasons for committing suicide. As I mentioned
at the beginning of these lectures, most people would rather die
than completely lose their identities, and there are various ways to
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do that. Violating your own essential principles, failing to meet
your deepest obligations, is the one that has been the subject of
these lectures, but there are others over which we have less control.
The ravages of severe illness, disability, and pain can shatter your
identity by destroying its physical basis, obliterating memory or
making self-command impossible. Suicide, in such cases, may be
the only way to preserve your identity, and to protect the values for
which you have lived.

But there is another kind of suicide, the kind I have in mind
here, which people commit because they feel that they themselves
are worthless and, as a result, that life has no meaning and nothing
is of value. Some philosophers and religious thinkers have thought
that this kind of suicide is immoral, but the immorality here, if we
can even call it that, is deeper than the usual kind. For this kind of
suicide is not the denial of this or that value, but rather the denial of
value itself. And this is a thought that several of the thinkers who
have occupied these pages have shared. In a discussion of the
person who commits suicide because he can see neither reason nor
meaning in anything, Bernard Williams says: ‘I do not see how it
could be regarded as a defeat for reason or rationality that it had no
power against this man’s state; his state is rather a defeat for
humanity’.*® The duty not to commit suicide is the very first and
most basic duty of virtue Kant discusses in The Metaphysics of
Morals, because “To annihilate the subject of morality in one’s own
person is to root out the existence of morality itself from the
world.” In his Notebooks, Wittgenstein wrote that ‘suicide is, so to
speak, the elementary sin’ because ‘If suicide is allowed then every-
thing is allowed. If anything is not allowed then suicide is not
allowed’. A few lines later he adds, ‘Or is even suicide in itself
neither good nor evil?’*® All of these philosophers give voice to the
idea that remaining alive is not so much a value as a condition of all
value; and suicide (of this type) is not so much a rejection of some
particular value as it is a rejection of value itself. It is hard to say of
one who commits such suicide that he has done wrong, for he has

* Williams, Morality: an Introduction to Ethics, p. 2.

% Kant, The Metaphysics of Morals, pp. 422—423; in Gregor’s translation, pp. 218-219.

© Witgenstein, Notebooks, 1914—1916, p. 91; the passage was pointed out to me by Peter
Hylton.
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violated no value in which he still believes. And yet the rest of us
cannot hear of such a case without feeling betrayed, and we are
right. It is, as Williams says, a defeat for us all.

In these lectures I have argued that moral obligation and moral
value are a condition of all obligation and of all value. The price of
denying that humanity is of value is complete practical normative
scepticism. The argument is, if successful, a reply to the moral
sceptic, one who thinks he can value something without acknowledg-
ing the force of moral obligation. But I have not shown that complete
practical normative scepticism is impossible. Is there an argument
against that kind of scepticism, a reason not to commit suicide? In
one sense, the right reply is that there can’t be, since life itself is the
source of reasons. In another sense, the right reply is that this is not
an issue to be settled by philosophical argument alone. It really
does depend: it depends on what we do with our lives, as individu-
als, and on what we do with the world, as a species. There i1s no way
to put the point that is not paradoxical: value only exists if life is
worth living, and that depends on what we do.

Does the normative sceptic have to commit suicide? No, of
course not. There is nothing the normative sceptic 4as to do. But it
is worth remembering what an extreme position complete practi-
cal normative scepticism is. The normative sceptic has no reason
for doing anything. He does have some desires and impulses, of
course — those are to some extent supplied by nature — but he has
no reason for acting on one rather than another. No doubt what he
will do, if he goes on living, is to follow the desire of the moment, at
least if such a thing is clearly discernible. It is obvious that he
cannot be guided by categorical imperatives. And although it is less
obvious, it is also true that he cannot be guided by hypothetical
imperatives. A hypothetical imperative tells us to take the means to
our ends, but the practical normative sceptic does not really have
any ends, since his desires do not provide him with reasons. He does
have desires, of course, and he may indeed be motivated to take the
means to the satisfaction of the desire that prevails at the moment.
But this is not, strictly speaking, to follow the hypothetical impera-
tive, for desires, in the absence of reflective endorsement, do not,
strictly speaking, determine ends in the sense needed for the hypo-
thetical imperative — things we have reason to pursue. To see this,
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let’s suppose that desires by themselves do determine ends. Then
the hypothetical imperative tells you to do what will satisfy your
desire, the desire that prevails at the moment. Now suppose that
the hypothetical imperative tells you to do one thing, but that you
have a desire to do something else instead. Then you will do that
other thing, and you will not be wrong. For if your end is just the
object of your prevailing desire, and all that the hypothetical
imperative says to do is what will satisfy your prevailing desire —
well, that’s what you are doing. If ends are the objects of prevailing
desires, then whatever you do will count as pursuing your end, and
you cannot be wrong. But as I have argued repeatedly, there is no
normativity if you cannot be wrong.*' So the hypothetical impera-
tive is not, for the sceptic, a normative principle. Since he cannot
violate it, he cannot follow it either.

Practical normative scepticism is the view that there is no such
thing as rational action. And there really is a sense in which, being
human, and as long as we go on living, we have to engage in rational
action. Animal action, unreflective action, is not open to us; and yet
we must do something So does the normative sceptic, after all,
have to commit suicide? There is no way to put the point that is not
paradoxical: yes and no.

CONCLUSION

451

I hope by now it is clear that all of the accounts of normativity
which I have discussed in these lectures are true.

Voluntarists like Pufendorf and Hobbes held that normativity
must spring from the commands of a legislator. A good legislator
commands us to do only what is in any case a good idea to do, but
the bare fact that an action is a good idea cannot make it a require-
ment. For that, it must be made law by someone in a position to
command us.

As we saw, that view is true. What it describes is the relation in

1 T think that this shows that the view that there are only hypothetical imperatives is not
only false, but incoherent. I have argued for this at greater length in “The Normativity of
Instrumental Reason’.
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which we stand to ourselves. The fact that we must act in the light
of reflection gives us a double nature. The thinking self has the
power to command the acting self, and it is only its command that
can make action obligatory. A good thinking self commands the
acting self only to do what is good, but the acting self must in any
case do what it says.

4.5.2

Realists like Nagel think that reasons are intrinsically normative
entities, and that what we should do when a desire presets itself is to
look at it more objectively, to see whether it is such an entity. This
view is also true. What it describes is the activity of the thinking self
as it assesses the impulses that present themselves to us, the legisla-
tive proposals of our nature.

453

Reflection has the power to compel obedience, and to punish us for
disobedience. It in turn is bound to govern us by laws that are good.
Together these facts yield the conclusion that the relation of the
thinking self to the acting self is the relation of legitimate authority.
That is to say, the necessity of acting in the light of reflection makes
us authorities over ourselves. And in so far as we have authority
over ourselves, we can make laws for ourselves, and those laws will
be normative. So Kant’s view is also true. Autonomy is the source
of obligation.

454

Once we see this, we can see that the reflective endorsement theory
is true on another level as well. In the end, nothing can be norma-
tive unless we endorse our own nature, unless we place a value
upon ourselves. Reflection reveals to us that the normativity of our
values springs from the fact that we are animals of a certain kind,
autonomous moral animals. That is, in the Aristotelian sense, our
human form.
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455

That means that realism is true on another level as well. To see this,
recall once again John Mackie’s famous ‘argument from queer-
ness’.*? According to Mackie, it is fantastic to think that the world
contains objective values, or intrinsically normative entities. For in
order to do what values do, they would have to meet certain impos-
sible criteria. They would have to be entities of a very strange sort,
utterly unlike anything else in the universe. The way that we know
them would have to be different from the way that we know other
sorts of facts. Knowledge of them, Mackie said, would have to
provide the knower with both a direction and a motive. For when
you met an objective value, according to Mackie, it would have to
be — and I’'m nearly quoting now — able both to tell you what to do
and make you do it. And nothing is like that.

But Mackie is wrong and realism is right. Of course there are
entities that meet these criteria. It’s true that they are queer sorts of
entities, and that knowing them isn’t like anything else. But that
doesn’t mean that they don’t exist. John Mackie must have been
alone in his room with the Scientific World View when he wrote
those words. For it is the most familiar fact of human life that the
world contains entities that can tell us what to do and make us do it.
They are people, and the other animals.

* See lecture 1, section 1.4.5.



LECTURE }j

Reason, humanity, and the moral law
G. A. Cohen

I

You might think that, if you make a law, then that law binds you,
because you made it. For, if you will the law, then how can you deny
that it binds you, without contradicting your own will? But you
might also think the opposite. You might think that, if you are the
author of the law, then it cannot bind you. For how can it have
authority over you when you have authority over it? How can it bind
you when you, the lawmaker, can change it, at will, whenever you
like?

Now, in that pair of arguments mutually contradictory conclu-
sions are drawn from the selfsame premiss: the premiss that you
make the law: So at least one of the arguments is invalid. But, even
if they are both invalid, they might still be unignorable, because they
might have elements of truth in them. They might be healthy argu-
ment-embryos out of which sound arguments could develop. And,
whatever else is true, each of the arguments is sufficiently persua-
sive that, mutually contradictory though they are, each was
affirmed in Hobbes’s Leviathan, in much the form in which I just
stated them.

There are, by my count, four arguments in Hobbes for the
conclusion that the citizen is obliged to obey the law. Three of the
arguments don’t matter here.' The one that matters here has two
premisses, the first of which is that every act of the sovereign is an
act of each citizen, since ‘every man gives their common repre-

! They are: (1) the consequentialist argument that the state of nature is intolerable; (2) the
argument of hypothetical consent: any rational person would agree to submit to govern-
ment, and (3) the argument of actual consent: all citizens in fact agree to submit to
government,
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senter authority from himself in particular; and owning all the
actions the representer doth, in case they give him authority
without stint’, and there is, of course, no stint in the authority
Hobbesian people give their sovereign. Accordingly, ‘the subject is
the author of every act the Sovereign doth’.2

Having thus possessed himself of the premiss that I am the
author of what the sovereign does, hence of each law he enacts,
Hobbes now enters his second premiss, which is that it is absurd for
me to object to what I myself do. Accordingly, it is absurd for me to
object to any law that I pass, and I must therefore, on pain of absur-
dity, obey the sovereign’s law.® I must obey it because I made it.

Now you might think that, if T am subject to the law because 1
make it, not, albeit, directly, but through my representative, then
that representative himself, the sovereign, is equally or even a fortion:
subject to the law, because ke makes it, and, indeed, makes it more
directly than I do. But that is not Hobbes’s inference. Not only does
Hobbes not infer, using the same reasoning that he used in the case
of the citizen, which should, it seems also apply to the sovereign,
that the latter zs subject to the law he makes; but Hobbes concludes,
oppositely, that the sovereign is not subject to the law. And the
reason that Hobbes gives for that conclusion is the very same one as
the reason that he gives for concluding that the citizen s subject to
the law, to wit that he, the sovereign, makes the law. Here is what
Hobbes says:

% Leviathan, pp. 221, 265, cf. p. 276.
* Step-wise, the argument runs as follows:
What the sovergign does, I do.
But The sovereign makes the law.
So 1make the law.
Now, It is absurd to object to what I myself do.
So I cannot object to the law.
So I must obey the law.

In a different version of the argument, which Hobbes also gives, the further premiss is not
that I cannot object to what I myself do but that I cannot ‘injure’ (that is, do an injustice
to) myself. The argument then runs as follows:
What the sovereign does, I do.
But A man cannot injured himself.
So The sovereign does not injure me.
So I cannot object to what the sovereign requires of me.
So I must obey the sovereign.
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to those laws which the Soveraign himselfe, that is, which the Common-
wealth maketh, he is not subject. For to be subject to Lawes, is to be
subject to the Common-wealth, that is to the Sovereign Representative,
that is to himself; which is not subjection, but freedom from the Lawes.

The Sovereaign of a Common-wealth, be it an assembly, or one man, is
not subject to the civil laws. For having power to make, and repeal laws, he
may when he pleaseth, free himself from that subjection, by repealing
those laws that trouble him, and making of new; and consequently he was
free before. For he is free, that can be free when he will: Nor is it possible
for any person to be bound to himself; because he that can bind, can
release; and therefore he that is bound to himself only, is not bound.*

This argument says (in the fuller version of it to be found in the
second quoted passage, and very slightly reconstructed):

The sovereign makes the law.
SoThe sovereign can unmake the law.
SoThe sovereign is not bound by the law that he makes.

Hobbes claims that, when the citizen violates the law, he contra-
dicts his own will: he, in the person of the sovereign, made the law,
and therefore cannot without absurdity violate it. Yet it is precisely
because the sovereign makes the law that he is nof bound by it:
according to Hobbes, it is conceptually impossible for him to
violate it.

There is no inconsistency in the idea that two make the one law,
for one makes as author what the other makes as representative of
that author. But it cannot follow from ‘X makes the law’ both that
X is subject to it and that X is not subject to it. You cannot say both:
because you make the law, you must obey it; and: because you
make the law, it has no authority over you, so you need not obey it.
The inference of the argument about the citizen requires the prin-
ciple that, if I make the law, then I am bound by it. The inference of
the argument about the sovereign requires the principle that, if I
make the law, then I am not bound by it. At least one of those prin-
ciples must be wrong,

Now, the truth of this whole matter is complicated, but the parts
of it that concern us here seems to me to be this. I pass a law. Either

* Leviathan, pp. 367, 313; and see De Cive, X114, X1.14.
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the law says that everyone must act thus and so, or its scope is
restricted to, say, everyone except me. If the latter is true, then [ am
clearly not obliged to obey the law: so the first point to make about
the first argument is that the terms of the law need to be specified
before the inference in that argument can be examined.

Suppose, then, that the law 1s indeed universal, or that it includes
me within its scope by virtue of some other semantic or pragmatic
feature of it. Then, if I had the authority to legislate it, it indeed
binds me, as long as I do not repeal it. (It remains unclear, even
then, that it binds me because, if I violate it, I contradict my will: so
the kernel of truth in the first argument may be quite a small one.)
The necessity to add that rider reflects the important element of
truth in the argument about the sovereign, which is also incorrect
in its unmodified form. The big mistake in that argument is the
supposition that if I can repeal the law, then it fails to bind me even
when I have not yet repealed it. Hobbes is wrong that, if you can
free yourself at will, then you are already free, that ‘he is free, that
can be free when he will’. But other important things do follow
from my being able to be free myself at will, for example, that I
cannot complain about my unfreedom. And, more pertinently to
our theme, although you may be bound by a law that you can
change, the fact that you can change it diminishes the significance
of the fact that you are bound by it. There’s not much ‘must’ in a
‘must’ that you can readily get rid of.

2

In Christine Korsgaard’s ethics, the subject of the law is also its
author: and that is the ground of the subject’s obligation — that it is
the author of the law that obliges it. That sounds like Hobbes’s first
argument. So we should ask a question inspired by Hobbes’s
second argument, the one about the sovereign: how can the subject
be responsible to a law that it makes and can therefore unmake? As
we know, Korsgaard’s answer relates to the circumstance that the
subject has a practical identity.

Now Korsgaard’s ethics descends from Kant, but it contrasts in
important ways with Kant’s ethics. Korsgaard’s subject is unequiv-
ocally the author of the law that binds it, for its law is the law of its
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practical identity, and the subject itself ‘constructs’ that identity. But
in Kant the position is more equivocal. We can say that the
Kantian subject both is and is not the author of the law that binds
it. There is an important duality with respect to the source of the
law in the following characteristic text from the Grundlegung. In pre-
vious moral philosophy, Kant says:

Man was seen to be bound to laws by his duty, but it was not seen that he is
subject to his own, but still universal, legislation, and that he is bound to act
only in accordance with his own will, which is, however, designed by nature to
be a will giving universal law. For if one thought of him as only subject to a law
. . . this necessarily implied some interest as a stimulus or compulsion to
obedience because the law did not arise from his own will. Rather his will
had to be constrained by something else to act in a certain way. This
might be his own interest or that of another, but in either case the imper-
ative always had to be conditional, and could not at all serve as a moral
command. The moral principle I will call the principle of autonomy of the
will in contrast to all other principles which I accordingly count under Aet-
eronomy.’

Kant thought that if the moral law came just from my own will,
then it would have no claim on me, rather as the law of the sove-
reign has none over the sovereign in Hobbes. If, on the other hand,
the law was just externally imposed, and did not come from my own
will, then it would be heteronomous slavery for me to obey it, and
the challenging argument that Hobbes uses about the citizen, that
he must obey the law because it is his own law, he must obey it on
pain of inconsistency, would not be available. So the passage I've
exhibited, while stating that man is subject to his own law, and
bound to act only in accordance with his own will, is quick to add
that man’s legislation, though his own, is still universal, emanating
from a will ‘designed by nature to be a will giving universal law’.
And that makes Kant’s person different from Hobbes’s sovereign.
Kant’s person indeed makes the law, but he cannot unmake it, for
he is designed by nature to make it as he does, and what he is
designed to make has the inherent authority of reason as such. So
Hobbes’s sovereignty argument does not apply, and Kant can stay
with the citizen argument. He can give the citizen argument for

> Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, pp. 49-50, my emphases, except on ‘autonomy’ and
‘heteronomy’. All further references below to the Grundlegung are signalled by ‘Beck’.
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obedience and rebut the sovereignty argument for freedom from
law by pointing out that #is law is not one that the agent can
unmake. In the moral realm, we are, Kant says, ‘subjects . . . not
sovereigns’.®

So the Hobbesian reflection about the sovereign and the law
sheds light on Kant’s insistence that the imperative of morals must
not come from Auman nature, nor even from human reason, should
there be any respect in which human reason differs from reason as
such. For it is reason as such that is sovereign over us, and that gives
determinacy, stability, and authority to a law that would otherwise
lack all that: ‘the ground of obligation must not be sought in the
nature of man . . . but a priori solely in the concepts of pure
reason’.” ‘For with what right could we bring into unlimited respect
something that might be valid only under contingent human
conditions?”® And

whatever is derived from the particular natural situation of man as
such, or from certain feelings and propensities, or even from a particu-
lar tendency of human reason which might not hold necessarily for the
will of every rational being (if such a tendency is possible), can give a
maxim valid for us but not a law . . . This is so far the case that the
sublimity and intrinsic worth of the command is the better shown in a
duty the fewer subjective causes there are for it and the more there are
against it.

Since Kant was certain that to root the moral law exclusively in
human nature was to derogate from its authority, Korsgaard is not
entirely right when she says that

Kant, like Hume and Williams, thinks that morality is grounded in
human nature, and that moral properties are projections of human dis-
positions. '

For Korsgaard, morality is grounded in human nature,'" and that
difference between her and Kant is consequential here, for Kant

& Critique of Practical Reason, p. 85:

We are indeed legislative members of a moral realm which is possible through freedom and which is
presented to us as an object of respect by practical reason; yet we are at the same time subjects in it, not
sovereigns, and to mistake our inferior positions as creatures and to deny, from self-conceit, respect to
the holy law is, in spirit, a defection from it even if its letter be fulfilled.
7 Foundations, p. 5. 8 Ibid., p. 24.
® Ibid., p. 42 cf. pp. 28, 65; and Critique of Practical Reason, p. 19.
0 g 'I' Sce, for example, 4.4.1.
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has a ready answer to Hobbes’s argument about the sovereign,
whereas Korsgaard may have no answer to it, because she has
abandoned the element of Kant that transcends merely human
nature. She appears to agree with the insistence she attributes to
Pufendorf and Hobbes, that the only possible source of obligation,
not of its being good or sensible or beneficial or desirable that you
do something, but of your Aaving to do it, is that you are ordered to
do it by a lawgtver. No ‘ought’ without law and no law without a
lawgiver. Korsgaard affirms all that,'? but she adds that the only
person ‘in a position’ to give that law is the self-commanding self.
Accordingly, to secure the binding force of law, Korsgaard has to
have a way of answering Hobbes’s second argument, and she does
not have Kant’s way.

If Hobbes’s position can be rendered consistent, if he can bind
the citizen to obey while nevertheless freeing the sovereign from all
duty of obedience, then legislating qua sovereign must for some
reason not be self-binding whereas legislating through a sovereign
representative is. But Korsgaard’s persons are autonomous self-leg-
islators: no delegation or representation occurs here. Accordingly,
itis hard to see how anything becomes a law for them that they must
obey. So Korsgaard can maintain the authority of the law over its
subject legislator neither in Kant’s way nor in the just hypothesized
revisionist Hobbesian way.

Suppose I ask: why should I obey myself? Who am I, anyway, to
issue a command to me?'® Kant can answer that question. He can
say that, although you legislate the law, the content of the law comes

12 See her conclusion, 4.5.1. Korsgaard’s claim that the solution to the problem of normativ-
ity must be imperativist puzzles me. She brings out, brilliantly, the difference between
doing logic because of its merits as a subject and doing it because it is a required course
(1.3.3, 3.3.4), but why isn’t it good enough if our reason for being moral is as good as the
one a person has for doing logic where that isn’t a required course? This question relates to
the point that morality is a choice within rationality, not a requirement of it: see section 5
below.

Korsgaard rejects Pufendorfian voluntarism, remarking that ‘the very notion of a legiti-
mate authority is already a normative one and cannot be used to answer the normative
question’ (1.4.1). In her own answer to that question, / am the legislating will, so / must
possess legitimate authority for my legislation to be valid. Does it follow, in a defeating
way, that I cannot cite my own legitimate authority any more than Pufendorf can cite
God’s, by way of answer to the normative question? I think that Korsgaard’s answer
would be that I must have authority for me, in virtue of some or all of the argumentation
that I discuss in section 7 below.
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from reason, not from anything special about you, or your reason,
or even human reason, but from reason as such. And, when that is
so, then, perhaps, reflective endorsement of the law is inescapable.
But if the content of the law reflects my nature, my engagements
and commitments, then could I not change its content? Trafficking
at the human level as she does, Korsgaard must say that my practi-
cal identity, with which the law is bound up, 1s inescapable, but one
may doubt both that there is a special connection between morality
and practical identity and that practical identity is inescapable.
One may therefore doubt that Korsgaard can achieve her goal,
which, so I read it, is to keep the ‘must’ that Kant put into morality
while humanizing morality’s source.'*

I have said that, for Korsgaard, morality is rooted in human
nature. But at one place Korsgaard says the somewhat different
thing, that ‘value is grounded in rational nature — in particular in
the structure of reflective consciousness — and it is projected on to
the world’.'® But rational nature, if it means the nature of reason, is
different from human nature, at least for Kant, and Korsgaard
returns us to the fully human when she adds the gloss referring to
the structure of reflective consciousness, for, as she will surely not
deny, all manner of all-too-human peculiarities can gain strength
in reflective consciousness. Kant can say that you must be moral on
pain of irrationality. Korsgaard cannot say that.

3

What Korsgaard says, instead, is that you must be moral on pain of
sacrificing your practical identity, which is to say, who you are from
a practical point of view. You act morally because you could not
live with yourself, ‘it could be . . . worse than death’, if you did
not.'®

But I find it very difficult to put together the motif of practical
identity with the emphasis on law that Korsgaard takes from Hobbes
and Pufendorf and, especially, Kant. /f morality is to do with law,
then the liaison between morality and practical identity is question-

" For further comment on Korsgaard’s project, so conceived, see the final paragraph of the
present article. 1 3.4.3. 16 See 1.2.2.
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able, since the commitments that form my practical identity need
not be to things that have the wuniversality characteristic of law.
Practical identity is a matter of loyalty and identification, and
whereas there is indeed such a thing as loyalty to general principles,
there also exists loyalty to family, to group, to another individual; and
no credible characterization of what practical identity is, in general
terms, would yield a general priority for principled over particular-
istic identifications. Being Jewish plays a role in my practical identity,
and so does being a Fellow of All Souls. But neither of those features
signifies an attachment for me because I believe some principle that
says: cleave to the ethnic group to which you belong, or to the
College that was sufficiently gracious to receive you. As Bernard
Williams famously said, if I save my wife not just because she is my
wife, but because I believe that husbands in general have special
obligations to their wives, then I act on ‘one thought too many’."’
My sacrifice for a person need not come from a general belief
about right and wrong, but from solidarity with that person, and
not because of characteristics which she and I have and which are
such that, where characteristics of that kind obtain, solidarity is
always required. I might find it hard to live with myself if I gave
nothing to Oxfam, which is for me a matter of principle, but I
would find it harder still to live with myself if I gave to Oxfam
instead of paying for the operation that my mother needs. It does
not distinguish my moral from my other commitments'® that if I
resile on my principled ones I prejudice my practical identity.'®
Korsgaard writes:

The reflective structure of human consciousness requires that you iden-
tify yourself with some law or principle which will govern your choices. It
requires you to be a law to yourself. And that is the source of normativity.
So the argument shows just what Kant said that it did: that our autonomy
is the source of obligation.?

17 ‘Persons, Character, and Morality’, in Moral Luck, p. 18.

'® And - sec p. 177 below — it is not even true of all of my moral ones, any more than it is true
of all of my non-moral ones.

19 For a sensitive defence of the claim that one can act unselfishly for the sake of a collective
to which one belongs, and other than for reasons of principle, see Andrew Oldenquist,
‘Loyalties’. For an illuminating application of the point to Marx on proletarian solidarity,
see the section on ‘Morality’ in Richard Miller’s Analyzing Marx, especially pp. 63—76; see
also, in the same connection, Frederick Whelan, ‘Marx and Revolutionary Virtue’, in
J. R. Pennock and J. W. Chapman (eds.), Marxism, pp. 64-65. 0 333
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The reflective structure of human consciousness may require, as
Korsgaard says, following Harry Frankfurt, that, on pain of reduc-
ing myself to the condition of a wanton, I endorse the first-order
impulses on which I act, that, as we say, I identyfy myself with them.
But it does not follow, and it is not true, that the structure of my
consciousness requires that I identify myself with some law or prin-
ciple. I do not do that when I identify myself with the impulse to
save my own drowning child. What the reflective structure
requires, if anything, is not that I be a law to myself, but that I be in
command of myself. And sometimes the commands that I issue
will be singular, not universal. If, as Korsgaard says, ‘the necessity
of acting in the light of reflection makes us authorities over our-
selves’, then we exercise that authority not only in making laws but
also in issuing singular edicts that mean as much to us as general
principles do.?'

Using Richard Hare’s terms, we can say that Korsgaard’s solu-
tion is imperativist or prescriptive, but not universally prescriptive.
And whether or not the moral must be law-like if it is prescriptive,
Korsgaard says that it is law-like, yet it is just not true that every
claim on me that survives reflection is, or, presupposes, a law.

Korsgaard remarks that, if she calls out my name, and I do not
stop, then I am rebelling against her.?” She then asks ‘But why
should you Aave to rebel against me?” Why should my failure to stop
count as rebellion? Her answer is that ‘It i1s because I am a law to
you. By calling out your name, I have obligated you. I have given
you a reason to stop.” Well, suppose we accept that, just by calling
out my name, you've given me a reason to stop. I think that could
be regarded as extravagant (maybe you’ve (also) given me a reason
to speed up), but suppose we accept it. Then, even so, what you
have given me is no law but just an order, a singular order lacking
the universality of law.

Now whether or not morality is, as Korsgaard thinks, a matter of
law, 1t is false that whatever I do for fear of compromising my prac-
tical identity counts as moral, and also false that whatever counts as

21 Korsgaard’s text continues (4.5.3): ‘And in so far as we have authority over ourselves, we
can make laws for ourselves and those laws will be normative.” Yes, we can makes laws in
exercise of our authority, if, indeed, we have it. But, as I've just protested, we can do other
relevant things too, in exercise of that (supposed) authority. 2 27,
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moral is done for fear of compromising identity. It is a huge
exaggeration to say, as Korsgaard does, that ‘an obligation always
takes the form of a reaction against a threat of a loss of identity’.®
I could remain me, both in the evident banal sense and in every
pertinent non-banal sense, if I gave nothing to help the distant
dying who oppress my conscience. I just wouldn’t feel very good
about myself. And I might even say, in morose reflection: ‘how
typical of me, to be so bloody selfish’. And I might lose my grip on
myself if I suddenly found myself being very philanthropic. So,
this is not Korsgaard’s point that my identity is solid enough to
withstand a measure of wrongdoing that contradicts it.>* This is
the different point that plenty of what 1 do that I regard as wrong
does not challenge my identity at all.

4

Korsgaard provides two (entirely compatible) characterizations of
the problem of normativity, one general and unexceptionable, and
the other more specific and of a sort which makes the problem so
difficult that it seems impossible to solve. With the hard version of
the problem in hand, she finds it easy to dismiss rival solutions to it.
I'shall argue that, if we press the problem in its harder form against
her own solution, then it too fails. But I shall also hypothesize that
the resources of Korsgaard’s solution might be used to produce an
interesting candidate for solving the normative problem if we
characterize that problem differently, but not altogether differently,
from the way she does.

Introducing the problem, Korsgaard says that what ‘we want to
understand’ is ‘the normative dimension’, which is that ‘ethical
standards . . . make claims on us: they command, oblige recom-
mend, or guide. Or at least, when we invoke them, we make claims
on one another.”® The question is: ‘Why should I be moral?’ ‘We
are asking what justifies the claims that morality makes on us. This s
what I am calling “the normative question”.’?

Korsgaard lists three conditions which the answer to the norma-
tive question must meet. First, it must ‘succeed in addressing

B g.3.0. # 3.3.2,4.3.14. ® L % Ibid.
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someone who is in ‘the first-person position of the agent who
demands a justification of the claims which morality makes upon
him’. Consequently, and this is the second condition, a successful
normative theory must meet the condition of ‘transparency’: when
I know what justifies my acting as required, I must ‘believe that
[my] actions are justified and make sense’. Third, ‘the answer must
appeal, in a deep way, to our sense of who we are, to our sense of
our identity . . . [Moral claims] . . . must issue in a deep way from
our sense of who we are.’”

I shall concentrate, in section 5, on the first condition, that the
answer to the normative question must address the agent who asks
it, for, as I shall argue, Korsgaard presents that agent as asking that
question in so intransigent a spirit that I doubt that such an agent
could be satisfied by any theory, Korsgaard’s included. Here I
remark that Korsgaard’s third condition of adequacy on an answer
1s inappropriate in its assigned role. It is question-begging to say in
advance that the answer must appeal to the agent’s sense of her own
identity, even if that should indeed turn out to be a feature of the
right answer.

5

Korsgaard’s answer to the normative question is that the reason
why ethical standards make claims on me is that they represent
commands that I give to myself, either in virtue of my practical iden-
tity or in exercise of my practical identity: I am not sure which of
those is the right way to put her claim. On the first interpretation,
the cost of violating ethical standards is loss of the practical iden-
tity that I would otherwise still have had; on the second, the cost is
failure to have a practical identity, where I might never have had
one anyway. [ shall suppose that the first interpretation is correct —
it fits more of what Korsgaard says.

Now, as I said, the further specification that Korsgaard attaches
to the normative problem, the specification that fells the candidate

2 1.2.2. I cannot here forbear from the comment which restates, in a different way, points

made in section 3, that who we are is not what we are. Who I am is a matter of my speci-
fied situation. And that takes us miles away not only from Kant, for whom only what we
are enters the moral, but from the specifically moral, on any account of morality.
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solutions to it which are rival to her own, makes the problem so
hard that, so I believe, her own solution too is seen to fall if, as she
did not, we forthrightly confront it with her tough specification of
the problem.

Return to the general characterization of the problem. The
problem is to answer the question ‘Why should I be moral?’ But
consider two very different discursive contexts in which that ques-
tion can occur. The first is the context of protest. ‘Why should I be
moral? If I behave morally here, [ wreck my career, I lose friends, I
become poor . . > The second is the context of self-justification.
‘Why should I be moral? Why should I act morally, like a decent
human being? I'll tell you why I should act morally. Because I could
not live with myself if I did not.” Now, Korsgaard has to fashion an
answer which meets the question in its first, protestant, guise. But I
doubt whether anything can be guaranteed to persuade that ques-
tioner, and I am certain that Korsgaard can do no better at per-
suading him than the rivals she criticizes do. Yet her answer does fit
what the person figured above says when he addresses the question
in its second, and milder, guise.

At various points in lecture 1 Korsgaard taxes moral realism in
particular with incapacity to answer the normative question in its
protestant form. We are told, first, that

when the normative question 1s raised, these are the exact points that are
in contention — whether there is really anything I must do, and if so
whether it is #is. So it is a little hard to see how realism can help,?

since all that realism can say is: well, it’s in the nature of things that
this is what you must do. But, we have to ask, when so radical a
stance of doubt is struck, how Korsgaard’s own answer can be
expected to help. Again:

If someone finds that the bare fact that something is his duty does not
move him to action, and asks what possible motive he has for doing it, it
does not help to tell him that the fact that it is his duty just is the motive.
That fact isn’t motivating him just now, and therein lies his problem. In a
similar way, if someone falls into doubt about whether obligations really
exist, it doesn’t help to say ‘ah, but indeed they do, they are real’. Just now
he doesn’t see it, and therein lies his problem.”

B 143 P45
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But when he 15 in such a state, a state in which he does not feel the
force of reason or obligation, that can be because in such a state,
and, indeed, if Korsgaard is right, that must be because in such a
state he does not feel the force of, does not see what is involved in,
his practical identity; and, echoing Korsgaard, we can say: therein
lies his problem. He asks: why should I continue to dedicate myself
like this? And then there is no point saying to him: because that is
what you are committed to. Korsgaard says that ‘the normative
question arises when ourconfidence [‘that we really do have oblig-
ations’] has been shaken whether by philosophy or by the exigen-
cies of life’,*® and that someone’s confident affirmation of the
reality of obligation will then do nothing for us. But one thing
which life’s exigencies can shake is a person’s practical identity,
and, when that happens, then Korsgaard’s answer will not help.
Something shatters my sense of being and obligation in the world,
consequently my confidence that obligation is real. It is then useless
to tell me that it lies in my practical identity to be thus obliged.
When I doubt that ‘obligations really exist’, or do not recognize
that moral ‘actions’ are ‘worth undertaking’,*' I am setting aside
any relevant practical identity that the philosopher might have
invoked.

In expressing scepticism about whether Korsgaard’s — or anyone
else’s — theory could address and convert the radically disaffected, I
am not comitting myself to scepticism about moral obligation.
What I am sceptical of is the requirement that an answer to the
normative question, in its general specification, has to sound good
when addressed to the radically disaffected. If we scale down the
difficulty of the question, we can, I think, find illumination in
Korsgaard’s answer to it.

‘The normative question’, says Korsgaard, ‘is a first-person
question that arises for the moral agent who must actually do
what morality says . . . You . .. ask the philosopher: Must I really
do this? Why must I do it? And his answer is his answer to the nor-
mative question.’®? But, to repeat my objection, if his answer is
that it belongs to my practical identity to do it, then why am I

30

1.4.5.
1.4.5 (quoted more fully in text to n. 2g above) and §.3.1 (quoted more fully in text to n. 36
below). 2 1.2.1;see also 2.5.1.

3
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asking the question in the alienated style on which Korsgaard
insists?

If, on the other hand, we turn the thing around, we get some-
thing better. Suppose, again, that I am the moral agent, but this
time not an alienated one, and [ am faced by the sceptic who
knows it will cost me to go on the march and who asks me why I
bother. Then I can say a great deal that is persuasive about my
practical identity. If I say, in radical disaffection: ‘I do not know
why I should march’, then it is fatuous for you to reply: ‘because
your conscience compels you to’. But if you ask why I am going
to do it, at substantial sacrifice of self-interest, it is not at all
fatuous for me to reply, ‘because my conscience compels me to’.
‘Hier steh ich, ich kann nicht anders’ makes sense. ‘Dort stehst
du, du kannst nicht anders’ is manifestly false for the case of
extreme disaffection which Korsgaard insists a moral theory
must address.

If Korsgaard’s defence of morality does not meet her own stan-
dard, which is that it should be capable of convincing the dis-
affected, then that could be because hers is the wrong standard, or
hers is the wrong defence, or both. For my part, I am more clear
that the standard is wrong than that the defence is. I do not think
that we can show the intransigent why they should be moral. But I
think that I can show the sincere inquirer why I must be moral. 1
have to be moral because, indeed, I could not otherwise live with
myself, because I would find my life shabby if I were not moral. I
can show that morality is a rational way, without being able to show
that it is ¢he (only) rational way.*®

That morality is an option within rationality rather than a
requirement of rationality necessitates the indicated first-person
approach, in which the defender of morality is the moral agent
herself. In the defence I sketch, the defender speaks in the first
person, in Korsgaard’s in the second person, to me as a sincere but
disaffected inquirer. So I am not against the proposal that the issue

# 1 said earlier (see p. 177 above) that not all instances of failure to be moral compromise my
practical identity. But to not be moral at all would wreck my practical identity, and that of
all my fellow non-sociopaths. (I am conscious that this qualified rehabilitation of
Korsgaard may achieve nothing more than a return to the Williams position that she
wanted her own to superscde.)
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be framed in I-thou terms, but I think that the roles of speaker and
audience need to be reversed.

Korsgaard calls her solution ‘the appeal to autonomy’, and in
one place she describes it as follows:

the source of the normativity of moral claims must be found in the agent’s
own will, in particular in the fact that the laws of morality are the laws of
the agent’s own will and that its claims are ones she is prepared to make on
herself. The capacity for self-conscious reflection about our actions
confers on us a kind of authority over ourselves, and it is this authority
which gives normativity to moral claims.*

I have asked some questions about our supposed authority over

ourselves in section 2 above.* Right now I want to register that the

rhetoric of the foregoing passage is more suited to how I would

explain why I bother to be moral than to what someone else could

say if Jintransigently insist on being told why I must be moral.
Your practical identity is given by the

description[s] under which you value yourself . . . descriptionfs] under
which you find your life to be worth living and your actions to be worth
undertaking . . . these identities give rise to reasons and obligations. Your
reasons express your identity, your nature; your obligations spring from
what that identity forbids.*

I think all that is powerful stuff for me, the moral agent, to say to
my interrogator, but it is entirely impotent when addressed to
someone who, being disaffected, ex Aypothes: finds no actions to be
worth undertaking, or, more pertinently and more plausibly, no
moral ones. It is powerful to say ‘T couldn’t live with myself if I did
that’,*” but off the mark to say ‘you couldn’t live with yourself if
you did that’, to someone who is evidently managing to do so.*®

M 123,

% Recall the Hobbesian conundrum with which I began, the problem of whether I have the
authority to legislate over myself. If you say to me: but look, it is your law, your practical
identity, then I might say: yes, but who am I to impose such a law on me? But when I say
‘Hier steh ich’, then it is odd for you to say: but who are you to issue such a command to
yourself? % 390 ¥ Jhid

‘A human being is an animal whose nature it is to construct a practical identity which is
normative for her. She is a law to herself. When some way of acting is a threat to her prac-
tical identity and reflection reveals that fact, the person finds that she must reject that way
of acting, and act in another way. In that case she is obligated’ (4.3.7).

3

&

But you can’t gef me to construct a practical identity that will matter to me. And, if 1 do
have one, then there is my answer to you.
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The intransigent person who insists on a justification for being
moral is close to saying: ‘As far as my deep identity goes, I feel no
force in morality’s claims’. To that little can be said, so that, if we
set Korsgaard’s answer to the normative question against her own
too demanding description of that question, then her answer to it
does not work.

6

I have objected to Korsgaard’s claim that ‘An obligation always
takes the form of a reaction against a threat of loss of identity.’ It is
an overstatement, whatever may be the truth that it overstates.*
Not all obligations are like that. But, even if they were, it would
remain true that, as I have also complained, not everything that is
like that is an obligation of the sort for which, we can suppose,
Korsgaard wants to supply foundations.

Consider an idealized Mafioso: I call him ‘idealized’ because an
expert has told me that real Mafiosi don’t have the heroic attitude
that my Mafioso displays. This Mafioso does not believe in doing
unto others as you would have them do unto you: in relieving suf-
fering just because it is suffering, in keeping promises because they
are promises, in telling the truth because it is the truth, and so on.
Instead, he lives by a code of strength and honour that matters as
much to him as some of the principles I said he disbelieves in
matter to most of us. And when he has to do some hideous thing
that goes against his inclinations, and he is tempted to fly, he steels
himself and we can say of him as much as of us, with the same
exaggeration or lack of it, that he steels himself on pain of risking a
loss of identity.

What the mafioso takes to be his obligations can be made to fit
Korsgaardian formulae about loss of identity as much as what
most of us would regard as genuine obligations can be made to fit
those formulae. So it looks as though what she has investigated is
the experience or phenomenology of obligation, not its ground or
authenticating source. Autonomy she says, ‘is the source of obliga-
tion, and in particular of our ability to obligate ourselves’,** but the

% See p. 177 above for the protest against it and n. 33 for the element of truth in it.
10
3.1.2.



184 G.A. COHEN

Mafioso has that as much as anyone does, this capacity to tran-
scend impulses through reflection and endorse or reject them.

Korsgaard realizes that she might be interpreted as I interpret
her when I press the Mafioso example. Accordingly, she empha-
sizes that ‘the bare fact of reflective endorsement. . . is [not] enough
to make an action right’.*' It cannot be enough, she says, because,
while there always is at least a minimal reflective endorsement of
action, not all action is right. The argument has merit as far as it
goes, but it is unreassuring, since it is consistent with the view that
more than minimal reflective endorsement does always make an
action right. It is unreassuring that the reason given for denying
that reflective endorsement always makes an action right does not
confront the reason we have for fearing that it might, reasons like
this one: that the Mafioso is entirely capable of (more than
minimal) reflective endorsement.

In section 3.4.4 Korsgaard seems to grant the present insistence,
that the apparatus of reflective endorsement and practical identity
is content-neutral: she thinks that it gains its different contents from
the different social worlds that self-identifying subjects inhabit. But
then we do not have what was demanded in the original character-
1zation of the problem of normativity, which was an answer to the
question why I must do the specifically moral thing, Unless, again,
we turn the question around, and yox are asking me why Jundertake
the labour of morality, as such. If I do undertake it, I can explain
why. If T don’t, Korsgaard supplies nothing sure to work that you
can say to me, for morality might not be part of the practical iden-
tity that myp social world has nourished. Or, worse, my social world
might indeed be a morally constituted one, but the nourishment
might have failed to take in my case.

7

An attempt to derive specifically moral obligation is prosecuted in
lecture 3: see, in particular, sections 3.4.7-3.4.10 and the important
summary in section 3.6.1. I shall here articulate the argument
which I believe to be embodied in the cited sections, and which I

4

4.4.1.



Reason, humanity, and the moral law 185

find multiply questionable. I shall then pose some of the questions
that I have in mind.
Here, then, is what I take to be Korsgaard’s argument:

1 Since we are reflective beings, we must act for reasons.
But 2 If we did not have a normative conception of our identities, we
could have no reasons for actions.

So 3 We must have a normative conception of our identities (and our
factual need for a normative identity is part of our normative
identity).*2

So 4 We must endorse ourselves as valuable.

So 5 We must treat (all) human beings as valuable.

So 6 We find human beings to be valuable.

So 7 Human beings are valuable.

So 8 Moral obligation is established: it is founded in the nature of
human agency.

The above argument can be decomposed into four subargu-
ments, on each of which I now invite focus: (1) from 1 to 3; (2) from
3 to 5; (3) from 5 to 7; and (4) from 7 to 8.

I

The passage from 1 (which I shall not question) to g rests on 2, but I
do not see that 2 is true, except in the trivial sense that, if I treat
something as a reason, then it follows that I regard myself as, iden-
tify myself as, the sort of person who is treating that item, here and
now, as a reason. I do not see that I must consult an independent
conception of my identity to determine whether a possible spring
of action is to be endorsed or not, nor even that such endorsement
must issue in such a conception, other than in the indicated trivial
sense. When I am thirsty, and, at a reflective level, I do not reject
my desire to drink, I have, or I think that I have, a reason for taking
water, but not one that reflects, or commits me to, a (relevantly)
normative conception of my identity. Merely acting on reasons
carries no such commitment.

# See, in particular, 3.5.1.
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2

The inference from 3 to 5 depends on the idea that, being, as we
are, inescapably reflective, we must employ the normative concep-
tion of our identities (that we therefore necessarily have) to
‘endorse or reject’ the impulses which present themselves to us as
possible springs of action. But the very fact (supposing that it is one)
that I must endorse and reject shows that I do not endorse a human
impulse just because it is a human impulse. Human impulses are not,
therefore, of value just because they are human. So, consistently
with the structure of reflective consciousness, I can pass harsh
judgment on my own, or on another’s panoply of desires and
bents, the more so if that other s disposed to endorse them. And if
my endorsement of a given impulse means that I regard my
humanity as pro tanto of positive value, then, by the same token, my
rejection of another impulse must mean that I regard my human-
ity as pro tanto of negative value. No reason emerges for the conclu-
sion that I must treat human beings, as such, as valuable, or for the
requirement, which some might think a Kantian morality embod-
ies, that I must treat them as equal in their value.

3

The inference from 5 to 7 might be thought to illustrate the fallacy
of equivocation, for it seems to depend on an ambiguity in the
expression ‘to find’,* which is sometimes a success-verb, where
what is found to be thus and so must be so, and sometimes not.
There is a sense of ‘find’ in which 6 follows from 5, and another one
in which 7 follows from 6: but Korsgaard needs one sense, on pain
of equivocation. Yet this comment of mine may reflect bone-head-
edness on my part about the character of transcendental argu-
ments, for this is supposed to be one: maybe, in a transcendental
argument, ‘find’ in its (normally) weaker sense is good enough to
derive such a conclusion as 7. Accordingly, being uncertain
whether there is any objection worth raising here, I pass on.

¥ og4.7. * See 3.4.10.
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4

My final comment concerns the passage from 7 to 8. My difficulty
with it is that it appears to me that the mafioso can accept 7, in any
sense in which what precedes it shows that it is true (I rely here on
points made in comment 2 above), yet reject 8. For the mafioso can
honour human beings the springs of whose actions are congruent
with his own practical identity. So whatever endorsement of
humanity as such comes out of this argument, it seems to me not to
distinguish the mafioso ethic from morality, and therefore not to
move us beyond the mere phenomenology of obligation to pro-
viding a foundation for specifically moral obligation.

The problem lies in our freedom at the level of endorsement, the
old problem with which these remarks began: that the sovereign
can change the law. To hammer that home a bit more, I want to
look at Harry Frankfurt’s concept of free personhood.

8

The debt that Korsgaard acknowledges to Frankfurt® is instructive
in connection with my related claims that she has offered an option
for the first person rather than a constraint that the second person
must accept, and that what she has enabled the first person to
provide is a defence of any set of commitments and not of specif-
ically moral ones.

For Frankfurt, I am free when my will conforms to a higher order
volition, when, that is, I act on a first-order volition that I wish to act
on, when the spring of my action is one that I want to be moved by.

We should pause to modify this formula. We should add a
restriction, a further condition for such conformity to betoken
freedom, which has to do with the direction of the conformity. That
is, the direction of conformity must be that my lower will conforms
to my higher one, for, if it goes the other way, if my higher adjusts
to my lower, then we have not freedom but second-order adaptive
preference formation.* That category covers the addict who has
¥ Seelecture 3, n. 8.

6 Second-order adaptive preference formation because you adapt, here, not your first-order

desire to the course of action that’s available, but your second-order desire to the first-
order desire that’s available, or even unshakeable.
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come to endorse his own pursuit of drugs: he now likes desiring
drugs, and he likes acting on that desire. (I do not say that a willing
addict’s second-order volition could not be determinative: I am just
using as an example the more plausible case in which it is not).

But there is no restriction either in Frankfurt’s presentation or in
fact on what the content of second-order volition can be, or, better,
for this weaker claim will suffice here, no restriction sufficiently
restrictive to yield moral obligation.” Thus, to return to my
example, the ideal mafioso is entirely capable of Frankfurt
freedom: he can prescribe the Mafia ethic to himself. Yet, to repeat
my qualified defence of Korsgaard, I can defend my ethic even to
him. I can explain why I strive not to succumb to some of my first-
order desires, including some that move him.

Reference to Frankfurt also reinforces the point made earlier,
that Korsgaard’s legislator is too like the Hobbesian sovereign, as
opposed to the Hobbesian citizen, to serve as the sort of model she
requires. The Kantian reflective endorsement is inescapable, but
Frankfurt’s person, like Hobbes’s sovereign, is at liberty to reassess
his commitments.

So, I return to the thought that something transcending human
will must figure in morality if it is to have an apodictic character.
Kant was right that, if morality is merely human, then it is
optional, as far as rationality is concerned. But it does not follow
that morality cannot be merely human, since Kant may have been
wrong to think that morality could not be optional. What does
follow is that Korsgaard’s goal is unachievable, because she wants
to keep the ‘must’ that Kant put into morality while nevertheless
humanizing morality’s source.

4 Frankfurt himself supports the stronger claim:

In speaking of the evaluation of his own desires and motives as being characteristic of a person, I do
not mean to suggest that a person’s second-order volitions necessarily manifest a moral stance on his
part toward his first-order desires. It may not be from the point of view of morality that the person
evaluates his first-order desires. Moreover, a person may be capricious and irresponsible in forming his
second-order volitions and give no serious consideration to what is at stake. Second-order volitions
express evaluations only in the sense that they are preferences. There is no essential restriction on the
kind of basis, if any, upon which they are formed. (‘Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person’,
in The Importance of What We Care About, p. 19, 1n. 6.)



LECTURE 6

Morality and identity
Raymond Geuss

In her third lecture Professor Korsgaard distinguishes between
what she calls ‘the categorical imperative’ and ‘the moral law’
(3.2.4). The categorical imperative imposes a minimal condition on
free choice: such choice must be guided by a principle we have
given ourselves which has the form of a general rule or law (3.2.3).
A free will must choose a maxim it can regard as a law. What
Korsgaard calls ‘the moral law’, then, is a further specification of
what this law which T give myself must be: it must be the kind of
thing ‘all rational beings could agree to act on together in a work-
able cooperative system’ (3.2.4). As Professor Korsgaard quite
rightly points out, Kant doesn’t make this distinction and she sug-
gests that awareness of the distinction will allow us to see a certain
incompleteness in Kant’s argument. He wants to show that any
free will is bound by the moral law but he, in fact, establishes only
the weaker claim that we are bound by the categorical imperative.

Korsgaard’s argument, then, has two parts. First, she defends
the bits of Kant where he got it right: normativity arises from the
structure of the free will and the free will must stand under the cat-
egorical imperative. Second, she completes Kant’s argument,
showing that autonomous human agents stand not only under the
categorical imperative but also under the moral law.

I’ll start with the first part, the part that is supposed to parallel
Kant’s own discussion. As humans the form our freedom takes is
that we are not forced to act on the desires we happen to find
present in ourselves. We have the capacity to take a step back from
them and decide whether or not we will endorse them as worthy
grounds for action. Furthermore, we have no choice but to see our-
selves and our whole lives under the aspect of a potentially
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continuous exercise of this capacity. We have no choice but to see
ourselves as constantly endorsing, or failing to endorse, the various
desires we encounter in ourselves. Note too that this rather odd
way of speaking as if my desires were. simply something I
encounter in myself isn’t just an unsympathetic way of putting it
for the purposes of defaming the position, but rather it is some-
thing Kant’s defenders emphasize. As Professor Korsgaard puts it:
‘Anything outside of the will counts as an alien cause, including the
desires and inclinations of the person’ in question (3.2.8). There is
of course a long tradition of criticizing Kant’s ethics on this
account — namely that as an ethical agent I see my own desires and
inclinations as alien entities from which I must keep my distance -
starting with Friedrich Schiller’s well-known essay ‘Uber Anmut
und Wiirde’ (1793) and extending up to Professor Williams’s paper
here in Cambridge, in 1981.!

Standing back then from these alien entities that present them-
selves to me, my desires, I reflect on whether to endorse one or
another of them as reasons for action. Since all of my desires are
alien intruders I can’t use any of them to decide which of my other
desires to endorse. That is, it isn’t open to me to say: [ have a desire
to listen to music, and now I'll endorse that desire because I like lis-
tening to music and I like the desire to listen to music. If I were to
try this line I would have failed to reflect sufficiently, that is, I would
not have sufficiently abstracted myself from my desires. But if I
can’t use my first- or second- or any higher-order desires, and don’t
want to admit that it could be an exercise of my freedom just to pick
one existing desire for endorsement without following some ante-
cedent principle of choice, then how do I come to endorse one of
my desires as a reason for action? Kant’s answer is that I must have
a principle of choice which isn’t derived from desire and which I
give myself. But if such a principle of choice is not dependent on
any desire, it can itself be nothing more than the principle: choose
what you can will as a universal law. That, however, is, for Kant,
just the formula of the categorical imperative (and for Kant,
although not, it seems for Korsgaard, the formula of the moral
law). For Korsgaard the situation is a bit more complicated because

! Published under the title ‘Prasuppositionen der Moralitit’, in Bedingungen der Moglichkeit,
pp- 251—261.
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she seems to give two slightly different answers to the question. I
assume that she thinks that these two answers amount finally to the
same thing.

The first of Korsgaard’s two replies is very much like Kant’s:
The principle of endorsement is that I endorse only such desires as
are compatible with a maxim which I can will as a universal law.
Actually Korsgaard gives this line of argument a particular twist,
which allows her to connect it with the second of her two replies.
For Korsgaard I don’t just use a criterion of formal law-likeness as a
principle of endorsement of desires as reasons for action, 1 ‘udentify’
with it. She writes: “The reflective structure of human conscious-
ness requires that you identify yourself with some law or principle
which will govern your choices’ (3.3.3) and of course this law will be
the one prescribed in the categorical imperative. The question is
whether ‘using’ a principle is quite the same as ‘identifying’ with it.
Presumably Korsgaard holds that this is just a harmless linguistic
variation of usage. After all, if in reflection I see all my desires as
alien, then what else is there for me to identify with except the prin-
ciple of endorsement (or rejection) I use?

I think it is striking, though, that Kant himself doesn’t talk about
‘identity’ in ethical contexts, and notoriously Kant thinks that
‘rational psychology’, the metaphysical discipline purportedly
studying the underlying bearer of personal identity, is a pseudo-
science. Kant comes closest, I think, to discussing ‘identity’ in the
sense in which Professor Korsgaard uses the term in his discussion
of the ‘interests of reason’. In his Kritik der reinen Vernunft he claims
that the interest of reason is exhausted when one has given answers
to the three questions: ‘What can I know? What ought I to do?
What may I hope?’? As Heidegger pointed out,? in the introduction
to one of his unpublished lectures on logic Kant adds to these three
the fourth question: “‘What is the human being?” The question:
‘Who am I?’ doesn’t appear, as if it were obvious that the correct
answer is: ‘A human being’; that is, as if the questions ‘Who am I?’
and ‘What am I?’ were philosophically not properly distinct.*

? Kant, Kritik, pp. 8o4-805.  * Heidegger (Frankfurt/m, 1929), p. 187.

* The failure to distinguish clearly between ‘Who am I?’ and ‘What am I?’, and thus to
address the former question at all, is one of Heidegger’s main criticisms of Kant, in his
early works Kant und das Problem der Metaphysik and Sein und Zeit. Tom Baldwin has pointed
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I make such heavy weather of this notion of ‘identity’ because
Korsgaard’s project of recentring Kantian ethics around notions of
identity seems to me to push toward a position in which it will be
difficult for the Kantian to reply to the line of argument developed
by Friedrich Schlegel in the 17gos.

In Korsgaard’s reconstruction, if I use my second-order desires as
my principle for endorsing or failing to endorse a given first-order
desire (as a reason for action) I have broken off reflection pre-
maturely. I should continue until I reach the purely formal principle
embodied in the moral law. In a similar way Schlegel claims that
Kant broke off reflection prematurely: he stopped when he reached
the point at which he saw that we have the capacity to prescribe to
ourselves universal laws. But if what is at issue 1s my identity Kant
should have realized that no universal law or mere formal principle
can actually give me my identity. What ‘I’ am will always go beyond
what can be given in any set of purely general laws, and to identify
myself with any such law or set of laws or with the mere capacity to
give myself such laws is to misunderstand and limit myself. What I
am is something that essentially cannot be identical with alaw or the
capacity to give laws. If anything I am rather to be identified with a
specifically human capacity that is higher and more complex than
the mere capacity to prescribe universals laws, namely the capacity
to give myself a freely chosen formal law and then consciously
decide to violate it by making an exception of myself. Since I am not
and cannot be identical with any generallaw or principle, my proper
attitude toward any general law (even one I give myself) will be one of
keeping it at a distance from me, i.e. at best treating it ironically, and
precisely not identifying with it. What I should identify with is with
my continuing ability to distance myself in thought and action from
any general law. This is connected with an attempt on Schlegel’s part
to give a positive valuation of irony, frivolity, spontaneity, wilfulness

out to me that the place in his ethical writings where Kant comes closest to discussing
something like my ‘identity’ is in his discussion of my ‘Gesinnung’ (and of such related con-
cepts as my ‘Persgnlichkeit’) in Die Religion innerhalb der Grenzen der blofen Vernunfi (Konigsberg
1793, ‘Erstes Stiick’). The Religionschnifi was a favourite among the Romantics, but Kant’s
notion of ‘Gesinnung’ seems to me still rather different from modern concepts of identity.
For Kant it seems as if I could have only one of two possible ‘Gesinnungen’: ‘good’ (if duty
is a sufficient motive for me to act without the need of any further motive}, or ‘bad’ (if 1
pervert the moral order and allow my inclinations to take precedence over the moral law).
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(and also laziness).> My essential identity is a process of giving myself
laws and consciously deciding to treat them ironically, act frivolously
or wilfully, or consciously violate or change my self-given laws.

Most people find this position unappealing. Hegel with
uncharacteristic lack of charity cites Schlegel’s views as the main
instance of a category he calls ‘Evil’.® The issue is not, however,
whether or not we think Schlegel is wrong, but rather whether a
Kantian position has the conceptual means to give us a reason to
reject Schlegel. Hegel thinks he has grounds to reject Schlegel’s
position. The ideal Schlegelian life, after all, is a ‘constant succes-
sion of self-creation and self-destruction” and thus not a life
devoted to the cultivation of continuing habits of socially responsi-
ble action. As Hegel points out, to keep frivolously making and
unmaking laws or to treat given laws ‘ironically’ would be no way
to run a state, but perhaps that just shows the difference between
principles we might use in giving stability and decency to our social
life and issues of our identity. The more the Kantian focuses on
issues of identity the harder a time he or she is going to have in
dealing with Schlegel.?

That then is the first of Korsgaard’s two replies to the question
how, in reflection, I can come to endorse some desires as reasons
for action and reject others: I give myself a general rule, identify
with this rule, and use it as a standard. Korsgaard’s second reply to
this question is the claim that ‘the reflective structure of the mind’
‘forces us to have a conception of ourselves’ (3.3.1) and this concep-
tion functions as our standard. Such a conception gives me, she
writes, ‘A description under which you value yourself, a description
under which you find your life to be worth living and your actions
to be worth undertaking’ (3.3.1). On this second view my identity
(in this sense) gives rise to normativity both positively in that this
identity allows me to turn desires into reasons and negatively in
that ‘obligations spring from what [my] identity forbids’ (3.3.1).

This reconstruing of the Kantian project in terms of values
seems to me to weaken the appeal of the position considerably. In

% Cf. Schlegel’s Lucinde (1799).  ® Hegel (Berlin, 1821), section 140.

7 Schlegel (1798), Fragment 51.

¥ Although Hegel thought Schlegel’s position dangerously wrong, he also thought it the
correct dialectical successor to Kantian ethics.
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her lecture 3 Korsgaard considers the hair-raising claim that you
might be able to obligate me to value what you value. It is a signifi-
cant strength of the Kantian view that I stand under no obligation
whatever to value what you empirically value — and a good thing
that is, too, given that you might value rock music, sports cars, the
ballet, geraniums, small porcelain figurines, or various other inher-
ently worthless things. For Kant I am at best under certain obliga-
tions not to interfere in various ways with you in your misguided
pursuit of worthless rubbish, not to value it myself.

Korsgaard seems to shift back and forth uneasily between a very
strong sense of ‘obligation’ and an exceptionally weak one.
Sometimes ‘obligations’ are unconditional demands I should die
rather than violate, something the violation of which is a threat to
my very identity. There might be such things, but what I normally
call my ‘obligations’ aren’t like this at all. I have, and acknowledge,
an obligation to pay my legitimate debts and perhaps this is even an
‘unconditional’ obligation but one would have to have a patholog-
ically fragile sense of self to feel one’s identity threatened if one
defaulted on a few debts. I would not even think of risking my life
in order to be able to repay a small bank loan.

Failing to discharge minor debts doesn’t threaten my identity,
but I also don’t think defaulting a desirable thing. I would prefer
not to do it and will go to some lengths (although not to any length)
to avoid it. But one could easily imagine cases in which doing some-
thing which was a violation of some of my obligations did form part
of my identity, i.e. followed from my conception of what made my
life worth living and my actions worth undertaking (3.3.1).

To use a very anachronistic example, Filipo Argenti is in the
Inferno rather than in the Purgatorio not because he very frequently
committed the sin of anger, but because anger formed a part of his
identity. Part of what made him the person he was and wanted to
be, of what made life worth living for him, was the angry ‘violation
of his obligations’.?

Korsgaard would presumably reply to this that although as a

® This example is anachronistic in at least two ways. First of all because I put it in terms of
‘identity’ rather than state of the soul, will, or form of ‘love’. Second, a character trait
such as ‘anger’ is something quite different from the violation of an ‘obligation’. I hope
the point can be seen through the smudge I have made of this.
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matter of fact Argenti may have had a practical identity which
gave undue prominence and inappropriately positive valuation to
being angry, he ought not to have had this identity, and thus perhaps
rightly ended up stewing in the dismal swamp he inhabits down
there. He ought not to have identified himself as an essentially irate
person but as a potential member of the party of universal human-
ity. So the issue then becomes in what sense it can be claimed that
anyone ‘ought’ to acquire this particular identity (as a member of a
Kingdom of Ends). I will come back to this later.

There is then in Korsgaard’s lectures a very strong sense of
‘obligation’ which connects it with my very identity and with
unconditional demands I should die rather than violate.
Sometimes, however, the notion of an ‘obligation’ is so weak and
thin that you can put me under an obligation just by calling my
name. ‘By calling out your name I have obligated you. I have given
you a reason to stop’ (4.2.7). I think it isn’t just accidental that ‘I
have obligated you’ and ‘T have given you a reason’ seem to be used
interchangeably here.

I'm also somewhat unclear about the concept of ‘reflection’
Korsgaard uses. In lecture g she envisages two possible outcomes
to a process of reflection:' Either I come to be able reflectively to
endorse my initial set of desires (or a modified one that arises in
the process of reflection), then I have ‘reason’ to act on them, or I
reject them in reflection as incompatible with my identity. Then 1
have an obligation not to act on them (3.3.1). But it seems to me
that earlier in her lectures Korsgaard countenanced a third possi-
ble outcome of reflection. She spoke there (for instance in the dis-
cussion of Hume) of the possibility that reflection might
undermine the claims of certain considerations to be reasons for
action. Reflection on morality might have a sceptical outcome,
undermining the claims of morality. This would presumably not
mean that we had an obligation to refrain from being moral, just
that we saw we didn’t have the kinds of reasons we once thought
we had. I don’t really know what to do with this observation
about the concept of ‘reflection’ but I do think it important to dis-

1% One possible outcome of reflection is that I am unable to decide whether to endorse
certain desires or not, but let’s leave that aside for the moment and consider just the case
in which reflection does lead to a determinate decision.
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tinguish carefully between reflective undermining of reasons and
reflective generation of an obligation.

I said that the first part of Korsgaard’s argument was a defence
of the validity of the categorical imperative. I've now finished my
discussion of that and would like to turn to the second part, the
argument for the moral law in the version Korsgaard prefers. The
conclusion is that my identity is really and essentially my relation
to humanity as a whole or as an equal self-legislating member of
the Kingdom of Ends, and thus reflection consists in endorsing
those desires that are compatible with this identity and rejecting
those incompatible with it.

I must confess that I don’t understand the argument Korsgaard
gives for this claim. Sometimes it seems as if for Korsgaard we
just are able to see a real intrinsically moral fact: “. . . you are a
human being and so if you believe my argument you can now see
that that is your identity . . . And that is not merely a contingent
conception of your identity, which you have constructed or chosen
for yourself, or could conceivably reject. It is simply the truth’
(3-4-9). So 1t 1s just a non-contingent fact about me that my essen-
tial identity is that of citizen of the Kingdom of Ends and that
this identity trumps all my contingent identities (as a resident of a
certain city, native speaker of a certain language, member of a
certain association, etc.). If T just see that this is true of me, pre-
sumably we have a form of realism. Surprisingly, realism emerges
at the end of the lectures as one of the positions that is ‘also true’.
This is rather puzzling given the vigorous criticism of realism in
lecture 1. I assume that in lecture 1 Korsgaard was criticizing what
she took to be a crude version of substantive realism, and that the
realism which emerges as part of the winning team at the end is a
more sophisticated version; indeed, in the passage just cited
Korsgaard doesn’t say we just see that we are essentially citizens of
the Kingdom of Ends (and only contingently Muslims, atheists,
Serbs, etc.) but rather that ‘if you believe my argument’ you will
come to see this.

There should then be some kind of argument to the conclusion
that I am essentially a member of the Kingdom of Ends (and
only contingently an American). Or rather there need to be two
arguments: one to convince me that / am necessarily a member of



Morality and identity 197

a Kingdom of Ends and then another to show the necessary uni-
versal extension for this Kingdom of Ends (for me) to all other
humans.

Korsgaard’s argument seems to run: if I reflect rightly I will see
that no other feature of myself but only my mere humanity is the
source of reasons and values for me. Thus I must see the mere
humanity of any other human as equally a source of value and
reason to act for me.

Korsgaard is well aware of the standard objection to this argu-
ment, namely I may well come to see my mere humanity as a
source of value for me, your mere humanity as a source of value
for you; how does it follow from that that your humanity must be a
source of value for me? The Serbs have what I can see are quite
good reasons for them to act as they do, reasons which (if you will) I
can see as arising from their ‘mere humanity’, but it doesn’t follow
that these reasons have any standing for me; they aren’t reasons for
me to act the way they do or even to refrain from condemning
their actions. It seems to me an elementary fact of life of the late
twentieth century that we are constantly encountering people
whose reasons for action we understand perfectly well and which
we see are genuinely good reasons for them, without in the least
endorsing these reasons or sharing their values.

I think it is a grave mistake to run together questions of the
understanding of motives, reasons, and values and questions of
endorsement. We understand perfectly well why certain groups of
Muslims might want to kill Rushdie ~ he is a threat to their iden-
tity — and we can fully appreciate that the considerations that
move them are quite good reasons for them without in the least
thinking that they, or anything like them, are or would be reasons
for us (and also without thinking that we stand under any obliga-
tion whatever to fail to try to protect Rushdie from their acting on
their good reasons). We also assume, quite rightly I think, that the
only way to change their minds would not be to present them
with some new argument — they will have heard those that will
occur to us and are not impressed — but to engage in some much
more complicated process of restructuring their way of life.

Korsgaard’s response to this, if I have it right (and I probably
don’t) is that the only reason you could have for denying that
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you stood under an obligation to accept what you acknowledge
are good reasons for them as also good reasons for you would be
that you thought of reasons and reasoning as inherently private
entities and processes, but reasoning is public and we can some-
times share reasons. Not only can we share reasons, but we
usually in fact do exist in contexts of shared reasons. For me to
reject the project of obligatory common reasoning with you ‘I
would have to hear your words as mere noise, not as intelligible
speech’ (4.2.10) and that is impossible (if you are speaking a lan-
guage I know).

Note the shift here from: ‘We can share reasons (because they are
not in principle private entities)’ and ‘We usually do live in contexts
of shared reasons’ to ‘We mus¢ engage in common reasoning with
all other humans’. But from the fact that the sharing of reasons is
possible (or even, highly desirable) it only follows that I could get
together with you in a Kingdom of Ends (and that in many circum-
stances, when it is possible, it is also a very good idea}, but not that I
must.

Equally I don’t at all see why I should be thought to have the
choice only of hearing your words as mere noise, or being commit-
ted to joint citizenship with you in the Party of Humanity. I can
quite easily understand you perfectly well and ignore you and
what you say. That might not be very nice, but it is certainly possi-
ble, and why is it even immoral? Even if it were to turn out to be
immoral just to ignore people in some contexts, that would be the
result of bringing to bear further moral argumentation on #this
situation; the fact that I ignore you is something to be evaluated
morally (perhaps), not itself an automatic origin of a moral claim.
I’'m surely not required to listen to everyone’s reasoning just
because he or she succeeds in producing some in my presence,
and I’'m not even required to give any account of why I ignore
you unless there is some special reason for me to take you into
account.

Maybe it just is a Moral Fact (or a Divine Command) that we
stand under an obligation to take account of others in certain
ways. Even if it isn’t a moral fact, it might be a good thing to do,
but that would be for further reasons which we would have to try
to specify and it isn’t at all clear to me how one could get uni-
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versal, strictly binding reasons to take account of everyone in all
circumstances. What one would be left with would be a highly
context-dependent, non-Kantian form of reflective endorsement.



LECTURE 7

Unwversality and the reflective self
Thomas Nagel

Christine Korsgaard has provided us with an illuminating analysis
of the problem of the normativity of ethics. She observes that it is
the reflective character of human consciousness that gives us the
problem of the normative — the fact that unlike other animals, we
can fix our attention on ourselves and become aware of our inten-
tions, desires, beliefs, and attitudes, and of how they were formed.
But it is not awareness alone that does it; a further aspect of our
reflective consciousness is involved, which can appropriately be
called freedom. Here 1s what she says:

Our capacity to turn our attention on to our own mental activities is also a
capacity to distance ourselves from them, and to call them into question
... Shall I believe? Is this perception really a reason to believe? . . . Shall I
act? Is this desire really a reason to act? (3.2.1)

The new data provided by reflection always face us, in other words,
with a new decision.

The normative problem does not arise with regard to everything
we observe about ourselves: we cannot decide whether or not to be
mortal, for example (though we may have to decide how to feel
about it). It is only beliefs, and acts, or intentions that face us with
the problem of choice, and it is in our response to this problem that
values and reasons reveal themselves.

Korsgaard’s account of the normativity of ethics, and her crit-
icisms of rival accounts, appear within the framework of this
conception of the human mind and the human will. I should like to
explore her view by considering how she would answer the follow-
ing three questions, which the reflective conception naturally
poses:

200
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1 Why does the reflective self have to decide anything at all, either
granting or withholding endorsement, instead of remaining a
passive observer of the beliefs and actions of the non-reflective
self? '

2 Why, when it decides, must it try to do so on the basis of reasons,
which imply generality, or something law-like?

3 How does it determine what those reasons are?

The third question of course comprehends all of moral theory
and epistemology, but I plan to discuss only the general character
of the answer.

Korsgaard’s answer to the first question, with which I would
agree, is that the reflective self cannot be a mere bystander because
it is not someone else; it is the very person who may have begun
with a certain unreflective perception, or desire, or intention, but
who 1s now in possession of additional information of a special,
self-conscious kind. Whatever that person now concludes, or
chooses, or does, even if it is exactly what he was about to do
anyway, will either have or lack the endorsement of the reflective
view — even, as Korsgaard observes, if he behaves like a wanton
and allows his first-order desires to move him without interference.
Given that the person can either try to resist or not, and that he is
now self-conscious, anything he does will imply endorsement, per-
mission, or disapproval from the reflective standpoint.

The second question is more difficult. What is it about this
reflective individual that leads him to make the new choices with
which he is faced in a way that has universal implications — even
when he merely endorses or refrains from interfering with his first-
order beliefs or desires? As I understand her position, Korsgaard
believes, in my view rightly, that we cannot avoid giving an answer
which is in some way general. But why is this? Why isn’t the reflec-
tive individual just someone with more information, who can
therefore make choices which may be different but need be no less
purely personal — or even temporally fragmented? How do
reasons, law, and universality get a foothold here — one that cannot
be dislodged? Presumably it has something to do with the differ-
ence between reflective and unreflective consciousness, but why
should awareness of self bring with it this further regularizing
effect?



202 THOMAS NAGEL

Korsgaard’s final answer will be one which attempts to transcend
the opposition between the rational and the personal, and my
doubts about it have to do with that ambition. But she begins by
accepting an argument of Kant’s that I have never understood: the
argument from free will to the categorical imperative. The conclu-
sion she draws from it is weaker, because she distinguishes between
the categorical imperative and the moral law — meaning by the cat-
egorical imperative only the principle that we must act according
to some law — but the form of the argument is the same. “The free
will must be entirely self-determining’, she says, paraphrasing
Kant. ‘Yet, because the will is a causality, it must act according to
some law or other’ (3.2.3).

But why is the second sentence of this argument true? If the will
is self-determining, why can’t it determine itself in individual, dis-
connected choices as well as according to some consistent law or
system of reasons? A neo-Humean regularity theory of causation
seems an inappropriate model for free self-determination. If the
idea makes sense at all, the free choice of actions which conform to
a law is no more nor less a form of causality than the free choice of
actions which do not. (And the same could be said of the free adop-
tion of beliefs.) So far as I can see, choosing freely in a law-like
pattern is merely a way of mimicking causality; if I always put on
my left sock before my right, that does nothing to establish the
causality of my will, so why does the categorical imperative do any
better? There has to be something more compelling about the
demand for universality than this.

I think the true explanation is quite different. We are drawn irre-
sistibly to the search for general reasons and justifications in the
endorsement of our actions and beliefs, not because of the require-
ments of causality but because of the externality of the reflective
view. This does have something to do with freedom, but Kant’s
argument obscures the connection. The freedom in question is
freedom from direct control by our impulses and perceptions. The
capacity for self-consciousness changes the nature of the being
who is making the choices — whether they are decisions to act or
decisions to believe — by introducing irrevocably the distinction
between appearance and reality, between how things seem from
our personal point of view and how they really are — and facing us
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with the need and perhaps providing us with the capacity to arrive
at an answer that can be seen to be right not just from our individ-
ual point of view but from the reflective standpoint that takes that
view as its object.

The reflective self is in its nature more universal than the origi-
nal, unreflective self, because it achieves its self-conscous awareness
by detaching from the individual perspective. The reason we can
no longer decide from the purely local perspective within which the
original appearances or impulses are found, is that once we observe
ourselves from outside, and achieve the distance of which
Korsgaard speaks, our choice becomes not just what to believe or
do, but what this person should believe or do. And that has to be a
decision about what any person so situated should believe or do,
since the external view does not give any consideration to the fact
that the person is me — it describes me in terms which would be just
as available to someone else sufficiently well informed about me.

Even before we reach this impersonal level, there is the per-
spective of one’s life as a whole, which leads to the search for prin-
ciples to govern choice which will apply at any time — not just,
what shall I do now? but, what should I do in circumstances like
this whenever they occur? Given the reflective perspective, every
individual choice automatically becomes a general choice — even if
it is the general choice not to strive for law-like consistency, and to
act always on the impulse of the moment. (That is not easy, and its
analogue for belief — staying with your impressions — is even
harder.)

Suppose, then, that for whatever reason, it is granted that a
reflective being will inevitably be led to seek general or law-like
answers to the questions of belief and action which face him. The
next question, and the largest, is the third on our list. What if any-
thing will determine his reflective response when faced with the
question what a person in his position should do or believe, in
general?

Though she accepts the Kantian argument that freedom implies
conformity to law, Korsgaard departs from Kant in holding that
the content of the law depends on something else, namely our
conception of our practical identity. This distinctly unKantian,
rather existentialist idea is the heart of her position. It introduces a
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strong element of contingency and therefore of relativism, because
depending on how we conceive of ourselves as reflective beings,
the law may be egoistic, nationalistic, truly universal, or just plain
wanton. In other words, occupation of the reflective standpoint,
though it implies law-like determination, can yield different results
for different individuals because each person has his own reflective
point of view. The law selected by the categorical imperative will
be the moral law only if that is the principle you regard as expres-
sive of yourself, because you identify yourself as a member of the
Kingdom of Ends —rather than just as someone with certain inter-
ests, for example. This is Korsgaard’s answer to the third question.
We give consent to the law by identifying with a certain self-con-
ception, and that also explains the law’s hold on us. Going against
such a law flagrantly enough is like destroying yourself.

A natural question about this practical self-conception is, first,
whether we are supposed to have some choice in the matter, and
second, whether there is any right or wrong about it if we do havea
choice. The way we think of ourselves seems in Korsgaard’s
conception to be an empirical matter of fact. Even if we could
change our stripes, it would seem that there could be no reasons
one way or the other for changing in a particular direction, since all
reasons have to depend on a pre-existing self-conception.
According to this picture, the final say goes to whatever determines
our identity. She says:

The test for determining whether an impulse is a reason is whether we can
will acting on that impulse as a law. So the test is a test of endorsement.

(3-35)-
But then:
When an impulse — say a desire — presents itself to us — we ask whether it

could be a reason. We answer that question by seeing whether the maxim
of acting on it can be willed as a law by a being with the identity in ques-

tion. (3.3.7)

where ‘the identity in question’ is just whatever way I think of
myself:

Different laws hold for wantons, and egoists, lovers, and citizens of the
Kingdom of Ends. (3.3.7)
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She discusses some of the pressures which push us toward wider
and wider communities of identification, including those which
derive from participation with other reflective beings in a public
language. But at the end of the line, the explanation of the content
of rationality that derives from these identifications is first-per-
sonal. It is a matter of who you think you are.

This is an anti-realist position in ethics, and I should like to
connect my objections to it with what I think is the true issue about
realism. In lecture 1 (1.4.4), Korsgaard introduces a false opposition
between procedural moral realism, which she says is trivial, and
substantive moral realism, by identifying substantive realism with a
metaphysical belief in the existence of moral ‘entities’, ‘facts’, or
‘truths’ (though she turns Mackie’s sceptical use of the term ‘enti-
ties’ against him to wonderful effect at the close of lecture 4). But a
substantive realism need not (and in my view should not) have any
metaphysical content whatever. It need only hold that there are
answers to moral questions and that they are not reducible to any-
thing else. Procedural realism, by contrast, is compatible with all
kinds of reductionism. The issue is, what does the truth or falsity of
statements about what we have reasons to do or believe, or what we
should do or believe, depend on? Does it depend on what we think
or what we choose, more or less, or not?

Korsgaard believes that in ethics, at least, it does. She does not
say whether she believes the standards of reasoning with regard to
theoretical and factual questions also derive from our self-concep-
tions. That too is a possible anti-realist view, but the two need not
go together.

I think that giving the last word to the first person is a mistake in
both domains. It is an example of the perennially tempting mistake
of seeking to explain an entire domain of thought in terms of
something outside that domain, which is simply less fundamental
than what is inside. In the end, the explanation of why a belief or
action 1s justified must be completable, if it is completable at all,
within the domain of the relevant reasons themselves.

In deciding, for example, whether to accept a perceptual
appearance or to substitute for it some other belief, the only thing
to do, once one has adopted the reflective view, is to think about
what the world probably has to be like, in order to explain why it
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appears as it does. In other words, you have to think about the
world, of which you are a part, rather than about yourself and who
you feel yourself to be.

Formally, it is the same with morality and other practical issues.
To decide from the reflective standpoint what to do you have even-
tually to stop thinking about yourself and think instead about the
question at issue — not in this case about what entities the world
contains, but about whether what has made you want to do some-
thing is really a reason to do it. The answers to such questions may
partly determine your identity, but they don’t derive from it.

The temptation to offer an egoistic answer to egoism has been
a weakness of ethical theory since the dawn of the subject. Kors-
gaard’s grounding of morality in a self-conception which you
would rather die than violate seems to me close to being an
example of this strategy. But it is not the only possibility. Here is
another one:

If someone accepts death rather than betraying a number of
other people to the killers, it might be unappreciative to explain
this in terms of the conception he had of himself. Of course if he
cares about the survival of the others, and is unwilling to save his
own life by betraying those others, then that s in fact an important
aspect of his conception of himself. But to explain the grip on him
of those reasons in terms of the self-conception would be to get
things backwards, and incidentally to cheapen the motive. The
explanation in its natural form can stop with the lives of the others
versus his own — not with romantic thoughts of what it would anni-
hilate his personality to do, however useful these may be in stiff-
ening his resolve. Even if he can get motivational help from
thinking that he couldn’t live with himself if he saved his life by this
method, that is not the final explanation — indeed it couldn’t be.
The real explanation is whatever would make it impossible for him
to live with himself, and that is the non-first-personal reason
against the betrayal. These remarks are not about what is on the
conscious surface of the mind, but about the person’s real reasons
for acting.

This alternative story sounds rather high-minded, I realize, and
to be frank, on the psychological level I have my doubts: perhaps
only romantic egoists can make sacrifices of this extreme sort —on
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the model of religious martyrs who expect eternal bliss. It even
helps to explain why some genuinely heroic personalities are so
unbearable. But if that kind of answer is the only available solution
to the problem of normativity, then morality is an illusion, in my
opinion, and the sceptics are right.

I think moral truth requires another type of answer — one with
the universal applicability that Kant sought. The reflective atti-
tude abstracts from the present moment and the point of view of
the particular individual, because it takes those perspectives as
objects of its attention. Suppose it faces the choice between
endorsing egoism or the moral law as the general principle of
conduct for someone occupying such a perspective. Since the
reflective attitude is being taken up by an ordinary human being,
he is of course thinking about himself as well as everyone else.
The issue 1s an evaluative one and it can only be addressed evalu-
atively.

I believe that the crucial question he has to answer is whether he
is prepared to regard that individual, reflectively considered, as
worthless. If so, then the reflective standpoint will offer no evalu-
ative constraints to the carrying out of the individual’s personal
desires — will keep its hands off] so to speak. The reflective stand-
point will bring no further reasons to bear on the individual’s
choices, in addition to those which appear from within his individ-
ual point of view, because it will then regard all reasons as existing
only for individuals, in virtue of their aims or interests. This is itself
a general attitude, but one which supports egoism (or wantonness,
if even the egoistic value of present satisfactions is denied). Egoism
as a general principle is equivalent to regarding myself as valueless
from a reflective point of view, because it says that my interests, like
those of every other person, provide others with no reason for
action except in so far as they can be linked to the other person’s
prior motives.

If, on the other hand, from a reflective standpoint we do not
regard ourselves as worthless, then we must accord a more general
weight to at least some of our reasons for acting. And because of
the character of the reflective attitude, this weight will automat-
ically be accorded to similar reasons arising in the lives of others,
and these will in turn constrain what we are justified in doing in the
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pursuit of our own lives. None of this can be explained in terms of
our practical self-conception, though it might well be described as
determining our practical identity.

I may be overestimating my disagreement with Korsgaard. She
too believes that morality arises from the value we find it irresistible
to grant ourselves as sources of reasons once we take up the reflec-
tive attitude towards our own actions. And she too wishes to iden-
tify her argument as a version of Kant’s argument that, if we are to
take our desires as providing reasons for action, we must on reflec-
tion regard ourselves, and hence humanity itself, as intrinsically
valuable. The trouble is that she seems to hold that the kind of
reflective value that comes out of this argument is consistent with
egoism (4.2.1). But so far as I can see, the same kind of reflective
Jjudgment that yields reflective endorsement of rational self-inter-
est can be carried further to yield reflective endorsement of values
which obligate others. In each case, it is a matter of being faced
with the alternatives, and having to decide which is more credible.
We do not make these things true by taking some kind of leap, or
even by taking a cautious collective step. The invocation of
Wittgenstein doesn’t help, because egoism doesn’t violate publicity.
I don’t deny that some values are adopted or created, but morality,
in its basic outlines, is not among them. Our practical identity is its
product, not its source.

Because I don’t know where else to put it, let me close with an
unnconnected exegetical point. I think that in lecture 1,
Korsgaard misinterprets Hobbes. He was not, in her sense, a
voluntarist, because he did not believe the command of the sove-
reign was the source of obligation. Rather, the sovereign’s com-
mands, and his monopolistic capacity to enforce them, remove
the excusing condition of insecurity which makes the laws of
nature oblige only i foro interno when we are in the state of nature.
Even the command of God is not the source of moral obligation.
I read the passage from Leviathan she quotes in section 1.3.2 as a
purely linguistic point — that we can’t literally call these moral
principles ‘laws’ except in so far as they are commanded ~ but
they oblige us nonetheless, since they are rational dictates of self-
preservation, which is our first aim.

Korsgaard has put before us a characteristically rich, ambitious,
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and original system of philosophical ideas developed to the highest
intellectual standard. My comments, largely in opposition, consti-
tute a very selective and inadequate response to the whole; her
project is of the first importance.



LECTURE 8

History, morality, and the test of reflection
Bernard Williams

I THE NORMATIVE QUESTION

Korsgaard says that the normative question (which I shall label
[IN]) 1s necessarily formulable in different ways. It may be helpful to
her argument to spell out more fully the relations between some of
the formulations. For instance, there are significant differences
between [N1] ‘What justifies the claims that morality makes on us?’
(1.4.3), and [N2] ‘Is there anything we must do?’ (1.1.1, 1.3). [N2] is
at least broader than [Ni1], since there are non-moral forms of
normativity. Korsgaard accepts this, and indeed uses the notion of
means-end normativity to elucidate (via the idea of the will’s rela-
tion to itself) the moral sort of normativity. But this does not seem
to allow enough for non-moral forms of normativity (prudential,
aesthetic, etc.) which, like the moral sort, can equally give trouble
with inclination. It is not entirely clear to me whether Korsgaard
thinks that there is a problem about the nature of normativity
before we ever get to the specifics of morality. (Perhaps there is a
Kantian preconception hovering here, in the idea that it is only the
opposition of morality to inclination that really puts the nature of
normativity on the line.)

I take it that the reflective question [R] ‘Can morality survive
reflection?’ provides a way of approaching [N1] ‘What justifies
morality’s claims on us?’ But [N1] and [R] line up neatly with each
other only if two things are granted. We have to assume (a) that the
reflective question about morality is concerned overwhelmingly
with its obligatory aspect, its ‘claims on us’: Aristotelians and others
might be more impressed by morality’s role as an enabling device
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for the agent’s own life, or by other considerations distinct from
those of obligation. The second assumption is (b) that the justifica-
tion of morality is presented to the agent in the agent’s own reflec-
tion. Morality might ‘survive reflection’ in the sense that we could
recognize it as something that it is necessary to have around. Such
reflection would show, in effect, why enough moral claims had to
be recognized by enough people. I take it that on Korsgaard’s view
this kind of consideration would not in fact provide a positive
answer to [R] in the sense in which it is meant. More needs to be
said, then, to justify the requirements on [R] which Korsgaard
assumes (a Socratic requirement, in fact) that the answer to [R]
should be one that is given ¢ each agent — or at least for each agent,
as I putitin Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy.'

These questions are closely related to Korsgaard’s idea that [N]
and [R], as opposed to such issues as scepticism about the external
world, are both very continuous with practice. I think that here,
too, Korsgaard puts a lot of weight on the force of the conflicts
with inclination: each agent, if minimally reflective (in a fairly
uncontentious, not particularly philosophical, not culturally local,
sense) must confront, in her terms, the status of the moral claim
when it is so uncomfortably going against ‘her heart’s desire’. But
can so much be taken for granted in getting the discussion started?
Korsgaard is already confronting a motley crew of romantics,
Nietzscheans, Lawrentians, and merely Epicuri de grege porcos, who
will say that if the claim in question can and should have that much
power against the heart’s desire, it had better have a footing in the

heart’s desire. I come back to their concerns below, in sections 5
and 6.

2 REFLECTION AND EXPLANATION

The idea of morality’s failing the reflective test is that the true
explanation of why we have moral beliefs may not sustain those
beliefs. But why should the explanation of morality have to sustain
it in the sense of providing a normative reason for it? Why should
morality not be sustained, rather, by what is mentioned in the explana-

! See pp. 30ft.
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tion? We should consider here what Thomas Nagel in his remarks
says about self-conceptions, and indeed these matters tie up with
Nagel’s much earlier work, about the absurd. Consider, for
instance, the true explanation of (the other bits of) her heart’s
desire: what is revealed in psychological accounts of the origins of
her passions may not normatively endorse them, but this does not
mean that it renders them meaningless when they are considered
‘from inside’.

How external to the agent’s existing concerns is the explanation
to be? If it is very external indeed (for example, very reductive),
maybe all human interests will lose their significance under such
explanation. If the explanation, on the other hand, uses much of
the material of the agent’s world, then it can make reflective sense
of morality, and much else beside (such as her heart’s desire). If the
demand is that reflection should endorse morality in virtue of the
way that it explains it, we need to be told the appropriate level or
type of explanation, and what its materials are, for this to be a rea-
sonable or even a determinate demand.

We can be misled in this respect by the case of factual knowledge.
Here, not only are explanation and justification closely related to
one another, but the level of explanation for which this holds is
already understood in terms of the subject matter and (relatedly) in
terms of what count as claims to knowledge in the area. Suppose 1
am disposed to believe that P. Then I can ask about the origin of
this state: and I answer, Q, which is another belief of mine (about
the origin of my belief that P). Moreover, Q is the kind of belief
that could tend to falsify P, or, again, support it; or if it does not
falsify B, it could falsify my claim to know that P. Granted this, it is
desirable that the particular Q I come up with not be of either falsi-
fying kind, and standardly it will be better if it actually supports P.

All this applies, however, just because of the relations between,
and the origins of| factual beliefs, and because the explanations that
we give of our own beliefs are of the kinds that can play a role in
validating claims to knowledge. (Edward Craig’s admirable discus-
sion of the relations between knowledge and the origins of belief is
relevant here: see his Knowledge and the State of Nature.) But the rela-
tion of a normative attitude to its explanation (which latter is a
factual belief) surely could not, ex Aypothesi, fit just this pattern, on
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anyone’s view of the matter.

David Wiggins in some recent work (‘Moral Cognitivism, Moral
Relativism and Motivating Beliefs’) has tried to apply a notion of
‘justificatory (or vindicatory) explanation’ to certain moral beliefs,
in a way that is designed to parallel its application to some factual
and simple arithmetical beliefs. It is significant in relation to
Korsgaard’s strategy that Wiggins takes such an argument to work
only for very ‘thick’ ethical concepts. It is also significant that
Wiggins’s argument does not (in my view) actually work: basically,
because it begs the question of the respondent’s using the thick
concept in question. This is just the reason, I take it, that Korsgaard
would not want to follow Wiggins’s path: she needs a thin concept,
such as ought, that everyone must use.

3 A REMARK ABOUT MY OWN VIEW

Korsgaard perhaps suggests, at the end of lecture 2, that I think
reflective questions are only of philosophical, not practical, inter-
est. I do not think this.

I agree otherwise with her account of my views, except that —
and this is only a matter of emphasis — she perhaps represents me
as rather more neo-Aristotelian than I am. I am more sceptical
than perhaps she suggests about the project of grounding the
ethical life in something like psychic health or a state of flourishing.
I have wanted to claim only that this project at least makes sense;
that it operates, so to speak, in the right corner of the field. I agree
with Korsgaard that the realist is in a weak position because he or
she raises a question that he or she cannot answer. Korsgaard raises
it and hopes to answer it. I myself think that if it is raised it cannot
be answered, but I am less clear than she is about what counts as
raising it, as comes out in my previous remarks about levels of
explanation, and about the status of [N], ‘the’ normative question.

My basic doubt can be put like this: is there a question which at
once

1is about ultimate justification,
2 is rationally inescapable,
3 is practically relevant,
and 4 the answer to which justifies by explaining?
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4 A POINT ABOUT HUME

Hume did not think that there was a question that satisfied all these
conditions, even leaving aside 4. It is not clear to me that Hume’s
method answers the same question as Korsgaard wants answered.

In any case, there is a problem. Korsgaard says that for Hume,
the principles of the understanding fail the reflexivity test, but the
moral sentiments pass it. This seemingly depends on the principle
that if the understanding cannot justify itself, then it is not justified.
(Though it is less than clear, of course, what this last claim would
mean for Hume: the interpretation of his scepticism, its irrele-
vance to practical life, and so forth are relevant here.) But the
operation of the moral sentiments requires the principles of the
understanding, and the explanation of the moral sentiments
invokes the principles of the understanding (as Hume remarked).
So if ... cannot justify themselves’ implies “. . . are not justified’;
and if “... depends on what is not justified’ implies °. . . 1s not justi-
fied’; then it looks as though the moral sentiments are not justified
either.

5 FROM HUME TO BENTHAM

The lawyer in lecture 2, when she reflects, supposedly finds that
her disapproval seems ‘poorly grounded, and therefore in a sense
irrational’ (2.5.2); this can lead to utilitarianism, in parallel to an
historical development from Hume to Bentham. But this brings us
back once more to the level and type of explanation (which in this
case is self-applied). Does the argument not underestimate the
lawyer’s normative resources — particularly her ‘practical identity’
as a lawyer, to use a phrase that occurs in lecture 3? The lawyer can,
of course, have the thought: ‘Tjust happen to have been brought up
as a lawyer with these rules, etc . . .”, and then this thought about
her identity as a lawyer may go dead on her. But there is a real
question of what resources do or can go dead on a given person,
and of what this means (the question ties up with matters discussed
earlier, in section 2).

Korsgaard’s requirement seems indeed to be Kant’s, that nothing
will serve as an adequate normative resource in such reflections
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unless ‘I just happen to . . .” cannot even intelligibly be applied to it
(though, presumably, at a later stage we can go on to include
considerations that can be legitimated by being based on considera-
tions that pass this test). But is this a reasonable requirement? People
say such things as ‘T just happen to love him . . .’, ‘she just happens to
be my daughter . . ’, or ‘T happen to be a vegetarian . . .’ (It is inter-
esting that such formulae as ‘I happen to be a Catholic . . .” have an
apologetic use in modern anti-dogmatic circles: no-one says ‘I
happen to be a Protestant . . .” in places where such things really
matter, such as Belfast.) Indeed, might not someone say ‘I happen to
be someone who thinks in terms of principles”? And suppose
nothing (relevant) passes the test? As Nietzsche was disposed to say,
what then? Or rather (see next section): what now?

The immediate point, however, is that Korsgaard does not seem
to me to have located Bentham’s destructive (as I agree it to be)
‘advance’ from Hume securely in the process of reflection itself. I
think that what is weak in Hume is his conception of self-interest
and its relation to the moral sentiments, which themselves are con-
stituted by various extensions, projections, and universalizations of
‘self’-interest.

I come back to the historical dimension itself in section 7 below.

6 PRACTICAL IDENTITY: OTHER PEOPLE

I'see a Platonic inheritance here, in Korsgaard’s suggestion that the
person who is not (sufficiently) open to the claims of morality is in
some way cognitively defective in relation to others. Plato, using
this line, can plausibly be charged with having ducked the full force
of Callicles’ challenge, by equating the bad with the addicted or
brutal, whereas Callicles’ suggestion (his first suggestion, at any
rate) was that they did not need to be like that. A fortiori, they do not
need to be like that if they are simply insufficiently open to the
claims of morality. But let us exaggerate, and call the figure in ques-
tion the ‘amoralist’. One cannot, without further argument, claim
that the amoralist has to be defective in these obvious, unlovely, and
unenviable ways. One also cannot say, without further argument,
that the amoralist regards other people as worthless; he may just
regard them as others (for example, as enemies). (If the argument is
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going to turn on what is involved in the recognition of ‘the Other’,
Korsgaard may want to consider someone who has tried to work
out similar ideas in a different style, Levinas.)

My main question, however, is not whether there are answers to
be found in this direction, but rather the following: even if there
are, how do they help to answer the questions [N]? How, for
instance, are these considerations supposed to work in the lawyer’s
reflection? What will they do to strengthen moral claims against an
agent’s heart’s desire? If acknowledgment of others is implicit in
one’s practical identity, then it is already so — already, when the
morally normative, and such things as her identity as a conscien-
tious lawyer, supposedly go dead on her. Why is reflection on these
considerations about other people going to make the required ele-
ments come alive again? If obligation is ‘calling’, it is already so: if
others have the power to tell us what to do and make us do it (by
telling us, by existing, by being there), then what happened when
she did not hear them? (When I say that she did not hear them, I
mean that she did not hear the supposedly morally compelling
voice among them; her heart’s desire, after all, may well have been
listening to some one among them.)

I think that Korsgaard needs to provide some more argument on
two things, which are in the end the same thing. (1) How are the
considerations about others relevantly activated in reflection? (2)
How do they mesh into ‘practical identity’ in such a way as to
satisfy Kant’s requirement that one speaks to oneself, and under an
identity which one does not ‘just happen’ to have? (2) relates
directly to what Korsgaard says about others telling us and making
us do things. It relates, that is to say, to the Categorical Imperative
(perhaps, in this way, it relates more directly to the idea of a
Categorical Imperative of morality than Korsgaard suggests when
she says that Kant’s argument needs some supplementation to help
in the direction of the Kingdom of Ends; but I am not sure about
this). The idea that (some) people can make us do (some) things by
telling us to do them is quite helpful, I think, in understanding how
it is for the agent who s alive to obligation and its claims, but as of
course Kant saw, it cannot explain the force of obligation from the
ground up unless there is an account of how, from the ground up,
the agent accepts the force of what other people say. This is the



History, morality, and the test of reflection 217

familiar point that ‘Categorical’ is not a grammatical category:
unwanted, bullying, intrusive agents can make their imperatives to
me as unconditional in form as they like, but it does not make their
instructions Kantianly unconditional in the relevant dimension of
my having a reason to obey them.

Hence (1) and (2) come to the same thing. To repeat: even if there
is (which of course I doubt) a consideration linking practical iden-
tity in a sense that is inescapable with acknowledgment of others in
a sense that is morally sufficient, how can this link be mobilized
normatively in reflection, so as to answer Korsgaard’s own very
radical question?

7 HISTORICAL FOOTNOTE

Or, rather, a footnote about the very idea of the history. In compar-
ing possible processes of individual rational reflection to historical
developments from Hobbes to Hume, and from Hume to Bentham
(or, better, from Hume to Kant), Korsgaard raises the question of
how these historical developments are to be understood. There are
several related questions. Does she accept a ‘Whiggish’ view to the
effect that the historical emergence of universalistic morality is, so
to speak, self-propelled (as might be implied, for instance, by
certain remarks made in the discussion about the ‘discovery of
equality’)? (I suspect that Nagel really does accept this, or at least is
so uninterested in any further explanations that it comes to the
same thing,)

If one accepts that historical and social developments were nec-
essary to the emergence of universalistic morality — which is hard
to deny — one is faced with some notorious Hegelian problems.
First, does one accept that among the conditions of the emergence
of universalistic morality were many historical activities that
depended on the non-acceptance of universalistic morality? As
Hegel himself (and of course in a nastier, less redemptive, sense,
Nietzsche) asked, does the Kantian really wish that Kantian moral-
ity had prevailed?

Second, why should the history be supposed to stop at (roughly)
Kant? After all, the history i fact went on from Kant to Friedrich
Schlegel (as Geuss reminds us), and to Hegel (as Hegel reminds us),
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and might not as good a story be told about why it ‘had to’ develop
in these later ways as can be told about the earlier developments?
Indeed, cannot one also see why it should have gone on from Hegel
to (some version of) Nietzsche?

This is not meant to imply, in the spirit of traditional historical
materialism for instance, that we should be so impressed by the
onward march of the historical process that we feel we must accept
its latest stage. (That line of argument is anyway open to the
unanswerable objection — a valid version of the ‘naturalistic
fallacy’ argument — that if we have doubts about the ‘latest stage’,
then it cannot be that stage, but rather our doubts, that constitute
the latest stage.) The point is rather that if Korsgaard takes histori-
cal categories seriously (as she does, unlike many of her fellow
Kantians) she has to explain why the Kantian moment in that
history is privileged. She also, relatedly, has to take account of the
fact that history having got to the present point, it is not only
impossible to ignore that question, but it is also hard to take seri-
ously most of the answers that have been given to it at earlier stages
of that history, for instance in the Kantian moment itself.



LECTURE g

Repy
Christine Korsgaard

My commentators have raised many important questions about,
and made some very forceful objections to, what I have had to say
in these lectures. I can only wish that I could give satisfactory
responses to them all. In what follows, I address just a few of the
points which they have raised. Specifically, in section 1 I address the
question why we must will in accordance with a universal law. In
section 2 I discuss some ways in which, according to my commen-
tators, my account of obligation departs from Kant’s, to its detri-
ment, and I try to defend myself both against the claims of
departure and of detriment. In section 3 I discuss the status of
desire, both in Kant’s account and in my own. In section 4 I take up
the question whether my focus on the idea of identity makes my
account of moral motivation unattractively egoistic. Finally in
section 5 I consider some issues about the relationship between
giving a psychological explanation of the sense of obligation, and
giving a justification of obligation itself.

I AN OLD QUESTION RAISED AGAIN: THE
UNIVERSALIZABILITY REQUIREMENT

Near the beginning of lecture g (3.2.3), I cited the argument by
which Kant undertakes to establish that we must submit our
maxims to a test of universalizability. Kant argues: (1) that we must
act ‘under the idea’ that we have free will, where a free will is one
which is not determined in accordance with any law external to
itself; (2) that a free will, if it is to be a will at all, must nevertheless
be determined in accordance with some law or other; (3) that it
must therefore be determined in accordance with its own law — that
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is, be autonomous; and (4) that this shows that the categorical
imperative is the law of a free will. For by this point in the text (the
opening of Grundlegung, chapter 1), Kant has already shown that
the categorical imperative is the law of autonomy. And indeed this
is clear in any case, since the categorical imperative tells us to
choose a maxim which has the form of a law, and that is what an
autonomous will by its very nature must do — it must choose a law
for itself. The categorical imperative, in fact, simply tells us to be
autonomous. In so far as we must act autonomously, we must of
course conform to it.

Confronted with this astonishingly simple argument, it is impos-
sible not to feel that some sort of sleight of hand has taken place;
and, accordingly, Kant’s readers have protested at almost every
point. Let me review the objections here.

The first objection is that Kant has not shown that a free will’s
dictates must be universal, even in a purely formal sense. Cohen,
for instance, who agrees with me that the ability to reflect puts the
will in a position of self-command, asks why the will cannot give
itself singular commands, edicts, or orders, rather than deriving its
reasons from general principles.! A yet more radical version of this
objection emerges in Geuss’s invocation of Schlegel, who thought
that true freedom consists in violating one’s laws, proving that one
is something above and beyond any law.? Why, then, is what the will
requires a uniersal law?

Assuming that this objection can be surmounted, we then get
the series of related objections traditionally comprehended under
the complaint ‘empty formalism’. The first of these is the one I
myself deployed in the lectures: that until we settle the domain over
which the law universalizes, the requirement of universalizability
does not yield any particular content. We must argue that the law
ranges over human beings or rational beings in order to get what I
called ‘the moral law’, and that, according to the objection, cannot
be done. So universalizability does not get us to morality. Next
comes the version of the objection made most familiar to us in a
long tradition stretching from Hegel and his followers and John
Stuart Mill down to the present day: that even once we get the

' Cohen,p.176. 2 Geuss, pp. 192.
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domain specified as universalizing over human beings the require-
ment has no content: there are no maxims that cannot consistently
be willed as laws for all human beings or all rational beings. Again,
universalizability does not get us to morality. Finally, there are
those who argue that a universalizability requirement, even if it is
in a sense legitimate, cannot bridge the gap from what in lecture 4 1
called ‘private reasons’ (subjective, agent-relative, or egoistic
reasons) to what I called ‘public reasons’ (objective, agent-neutral,
or altruistic reasons). A universalizability requirement shows only
that if I think that it is rational for me to look out for my own inter-
ests then I must agree that is rational for you to look out for yours.
But it gives me no reason for giving normative weight to your inter-
ests: it only helps me to see what, if you are rational, I may reason-
ably predict you will do. Yet again, universalizability does not get us
to morality.

Universalization isn’t necessary at all; universalization may be
necessary, but need not range over human beings as such; univer-
salization may range over human beings, but even so does not yield
moral content, either because no proposed universal laws are in
fact contradictory, or because universal reasons do not therefore
cease to be private reasons, and so a universalizability requirement
cannot bridge the gap that divides your reasons from mine. For
some or all of these reasons, Kant’s argument from free will to
morality has been regarded as a failure.

In making these remarks, I have tried to separate out different
lines of criticism of Kant’s argument, but of course in actual
instances the criticisms tend to shade into one another. For
instance, the claim that no maxims really do turn out to be contra-
dictory when universalized may be supported by the claim that the
reasons cited in the maxims remain ineluctably private; or, pressing
in the other direction, it may depend on the claim that we do not
need to universalize gua human beings or qua rational beings.
Nevertheless, I think that these are really different objections. And
in various places, I have tried to answer all of them except the first.
In the lectures, I granted the second objection — that Kant’s argu-
ment does not show that universalization must range over human
beings as such —and I tried to supply the deficit by arguing that you
must treat your humanity as a normative identity, a source of laws
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for you (3.4.1-3.4.10). In my paper ‘Kant’s Formula of Universal
Law’ I argued that the traditional ‘no-content’ objection popular-
ized by Mill and the followers of Hegel may in some cases be met.
There are maxims which cannot be willed universally without con-
tradiction. But I also think that this objection has been overrated in
importance. Kant’s account of the foundation of morality requires
that an agent will a maxim only if she can also will it to be a univer-
sal law. But it does not require that we use Kant’s contradiction
tests as a way of determining which maxims we can will as universal
laws. It only requires that we have some determinate way of identi-
fying those maxims which can or cannot be willed as universal
laws.? Finally, both in my paper ‘The Reasons We Can Share: an
Attack on the Distinction Between Agent-Relative and Agent-
Neutral Values’ and in 4.2.1—4.2.12 of lecture 4, I have challenged
the idea that a reason could be ineluctably private in its normative
force and so disputed the claim that there s any gap between
private reasons and public reasons that needs to be bridged.

Of course not everyone will think these arguments successful.
But my critics here have pressed a question which, as I mentioned,
Uhaven’t taken up before, namely, why the dictates of the free will
must be universal in any sense at all. So I want to begin my reply by
addressing this question.

Nagel, who thinks that he has an answer, puts the objection help-
fully:

Why isn’t the reflective individual just someone with more information,
who can therefore make choices which may be different but which need
be no less purely personal — or even temporally fragmented? How do
reasons, law, and universality get a foothold here — one that cannot be dis-
lodged? Presumably it has something to do with the difference between
reflective and unreflective consciousness, but why should awareness of
self bring with it this further regularizing effect?*

Kant says that this happens because the will is a causality and a
causality must operate in accordance with laws. But Nagel protests:

If the will is self-determining, why can’t it determine itself in individual,
disconnected choices as well as according to some consistent law or
system of reasons? A neo-Humean regularity theory of causation seems

% Seeg.2.4. ' Nagel,p. 201
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an inappropriate model for free self-determination. If the idea makes
sense at all, the free choice of actions which conform to a law is no more
nor less a form of causality than the free choice of actions which donot. ..
So far as I can see, choosing freely in a law-like pattern is merely a way of
mimicking causality; if I always put on my left sock before my right, that
does nothing to establish the causality of my will, so why does the categor-
ical imperative do any better?

Instead, Nagel proposes his own way of establishing the need to
universalize:

The reflective self is in its nature more universal than the original, unre-
flective self, because it achieves its self-conscious awareness by detaching
from the individual perspective . . . once we observe ourselves from
outside, and achieve the distance of which Korsgaard speaks, our choice
becomes not just what to believe or do, but what his person should believe
or do. And that has to be a decision about what any person so situated
should believe or do, since the external view does not give any considera-
tion to the fact that the person is me — it describes me in terms which

would be just as available to someone else sufficiently well informed about

me.b

Nagel, in other words, thinks that the answer lies in the fact that
looking at oneself and one’s impulses more reflectively just amounts
tolooking at oneself and one’s impulses more objectively, as if from
‘outside’ of the personal point of view. If my impulse is indeed a
normative consideration for me —if it is a reason for action — then it
must be a normative consideration for the person who I am — and
this fact must be perspicuous to anyone who takes up this objective
view of my situation.

While I agree that our capacity to achieve reflective distance
from our impulses and our capacity to view ourselves as persons
are related, I think that Nagel brings in generality too quickly when
he says that the self ‘achieves its self-conscious awareness by detach-
ing from the individual perspective’ (my emphasis). I believe instead that
an agent’s capacity to view herself from outside —as ‘a person’ —isa
product of her reflective distance from her impulses. And this means
that the question Aow the achievement of reflective distance leads
her to identify herself as ‘a person’ requires an answer. Further-
more, the agent will acknowledge that certain reasons pertain to

® Nagel,p.202. ¢ Nagel, pp. 203.
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her in so far as she is ‘a person’ only if the conception of herself as
‘a person’ which is achieved in reflection is one that she finds to be
normative. Together these facts imply that the route from the
capacity for reflection to a normative conception of the self as ‘a
person’ must be traced. This is part of what I tried to do in the lec-
tures.

Let me see if I can clarify this response by putting it in a more
polemical way. Nagel seems to agree with me that when you reflect,
you ask whether your impulse (to believe or to act) is a reason. The
business of reflection is to arrive at reasons.” But Nagel also thinks
that ‘reflection’ just amounts to taking up a general view of yourself,
viewing yourself from outside as ‘a person’. The combination of
these two ideas does yield the conclusion that reasons are general
and apply to persons as such. But the way that it does so is by yield-
ing the conclusion that your attempt to determine whether your
impulse is a reason just amounts to an attempt to determine whether
it is normative for you in so far as you regard yourself as ‘a person’.
In other words, Nagel assumes that practical reflection — the search
for practical reasons — just is the search for considerations that are
normative for you under some general description. But I don’t see
why we should accept this account of practical reflection unless we
already suppose that practical reasons are general. Unless Nagel
has some independent argument to show that reflection just
amounts to viewing oneself as in general terms — or, better, unless
he gives us independent reason for thinking that our ability to
achieve reflective distance from our impulses is the product of our
ability to conceive ourselves in general terms, Nagel is simply
equating the activity of reflection with the search for a general
answer. Notice that the point here doesn’t depend on Nagel’s spe-
cific claim that reflective distance is achieved by viewing yourself as
‘a person’. The point would be the same if Nagel agreed that
reflection might consist in viewing yourself as ‘a teacher’ or ‘a
mother’ or under any other general description. In assuming that
what you do when you ask whether your impulse is a reason is ask
whether the impulse is normative for you when you view yourself
under some general description, Nagel is assuming that reasons are

7 ‘Arrive at” here is meant to be neutral between realist and constructivist accounts.
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general. But that was the point that we were supposed to be estab-
lishing. Nagel’s answer therefore seems to me to be somewhat cir-
cular.

This is not to say that I cannot imagine an independent argu-
ment for thinking that reflective distance is the product of our
ability to conceive ourselves in general terms. There are some
murky issues involved here, concerning the relationship between
linguistic capacity and self-consciousness: one might imagine
someone arguing (very roughly) that: (1) linguistic capacity pre-
cedes and causes self-consciousness, and so is the source of our
ability to achieve reflective distance from our impulses, (2) lan-
guage is inherently general, and therefore (3) achieving reflective
distance essentially involves conceiving oneself in general terms. I
do not know whether Nagel has something along these lines in
mind. I am not inclined to believe the first premiss of this argu-
ment, although I also admit I feel somewhat at a loss about how to
sort such an issue.

In any case, I would like to propose another account of why we
must will universally — one which, while it also appeals to the gener-
ality of language, does not assume that our ability to view ourselves
in general terms is the source of our ability to achieve reflective dis-
tance from our impulses. Instead it tries to move from the fact that
we have reflective distance from our impulses f the requirement
that we conceive our reasons as universal, at least in a formal sense.

In advancing this account it will be useful to begin with a point
Nagel makes in the course of the argument I've cited above. When
he rejects Kant’s claim that the will needs a law because it is a
cause, Nagel remarks that ‘a neo-Humean regularity theory of
causation seems an inappropriate model for free self-determina-
tion’.® T don’t think that this model is inappropriate. We may
observe that a parallel problem seems to exist in two cases: the
cases of ‘is a reason for’ and ‘is a cause of . Our ordinary notion of
causality seems to combine two quite different ideas: the idea of
power or (there is no non-redundant way to put this) of one thing
¢ffecting another or making another happen, and the idea of univer-
sality — that this occurs in a regular or law-like way.® Our ordinary

8 Nagel, p. 202, quoted above.  ° See Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, 1.3.
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notion of a reason also seems to combine two quite different ideas:
what in the lectures I have called the idea of normativity or (again
there is no non-redundant way to put it) of obligating someone to do
or believe somethmg or requiring someone to do or believe some-
thing, and again the idea of universality — that the normativity
must be captured in a regular or law-like formulation.'* What the
normativity of reasons and the power of causes seem to have in
common is that they are forms of necessitation: a cause makes its
effect happen, and so necessitates it (all else equal); a reason for
action or belief necessitates that for which it is a reason in another
way, namely, it necessitates a person to act or believe as it directs
(again all else equal)."" And in both cases we can raise the same
question, namely, why the notion of necessitation — the power of
causes, the normativity of reasons — must be combined with the
notion of universality or regularity in order to make sense. Why
can’t these ideas of power and normativity stand alone?

A part of Hume’s answer, accepted by Kant, was that we could
never recognize cases of causality in the absence of regularity.
Kant dented, of course, that regularity alone could have given us
the idea of causality, but he accepted the negative part of Hume’s
account. Since we do not directly perceive power, we cannot per-
ceive individual exercises of power. Even if there were such things

1% As1said in 1.2.4, I use the term ‘normativity’ to refer to the ways in which reasons direct,
guide, or obligate us to act, believe, or judge in certain ways: to what we might call their
authoritative force. Now the term ‘normativity’ contains an etymological reference to law,
and laws are usually thought of as universal. Since the connection between universality
and authoritative force is exactly what has been challenged here, the use of the term ‘nor-
mativity’ is a little unfortunate in the present context, and Butler’s ‘authority’ might have
been a better choice. On the other hand, it is worth noticing that the same sort of point I
am making about ‘reason’ and ‘cause’ can also be made about ‘law’: it seems to connect
the idea of authoritative command with the idea of universality, and again we might
wonder why these two ideas seem to belong together.

The sense of ‘necessitates’ is different here, of course, since causal necessity makes its
outcome inevitable, and rational necessity does not. Rational necessity is not the same as
logical necessity either. In fact, it is easiest to bring out what it is by contrasting it with
logical necessity. If all women are mortal, and I am a woman, then it necessarily follows
that I am mortal. That is logical necessity. But if I believe that all women are mortal, and I
believe that I am a woman, then I ought to conclude that I am mortal. The necessity embod-
ied in that use of ‘ought’ is rational necessity. If I am guided by reason, then I will conclude
that I am mortal. But of course it is not inevitable that I will do so; perhaps the horror of
contemplating my own mortality will make me irrational. I discuss these ideas in “The
Normativity of Instrumental Reason’.
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as single, anomalous instances of one thing making another happen,
we would have no way of distinguishing those from mere temporal
sequences of events. Causality is not mere temporal sequence,
since it also involves necessitation. Without endorsing Hume’s
more reductive and sceptical conclusions, we can agree with him
that we could never wentify the element of necessitation and there-
fore distinguish cases of causal connection from cases of mere tem-
poral sequence without regularity. And this is part of the story
about why we need regularity or law for the idea of causality.

Now I have described the two cases — reason and cause — as par-
allel, but in Kant’s argument the point about practical reasons is
not only parallel to, but also depends upon, the point about causal-
ity. For to regard oneself as an agent is to regard oneself as a cause,
as productive of certain actions and their effects. And given the
connection between causality and regularity, to do that must be to
regard oneself as productive of these actions and effects in some
regular way. This is what Kant means when he says that since the
will is a cause it must operate according to a law.

But this move might seem to be mere insistence in the face of
an obvious, introspectively available fact. Of course I can decide
right now to (say) act on a certain desire, and I can do it without
committing myself to acting in the same way whenever I have this
desire — much less committing myself to the principle that everyone
should act the same way. I do not need to refer to past or future
acts of my will in any way at all when I make the present decision.
What on earth is to force me to do that? Surely not a conceptual
argument about the conditions under which human beings can
distinguish causal connections from mere temporal sequences!
How could that have any force at all against the freedom which,
as Kant is the first to admit, is inherent in the very standpoint of
deliberative choice?

But I think that this objection has less force than it appears at
first to have. For what it misses is that willing is self-conscious causal-
ity, causality that operates in the light of reflection. To will is not
Jjust to be a cause, or even to allow an impulse in me to operate as a
cause, but, so to speak, to consciously pick up the reins, and make
myself the cause of what I do. And if I am to constitute myself as the
cause of an action, then I must be able to distinguish between my
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causing the action and some desire or impulse that is ‘in me’
causing my body to act. I must be able to see myself as something
that is distinct from any of my particular, first-order, impulses and
motives, as the reflective standpoint in any case requires.
Minimally, then, I am not the mere location of a causally effective
desire but rather am the agent who acts on the desire. It is because of
this that if I endorse acting a certain way now, I must at the same
time endorse acting the same way on every relevantly similar occa-
sion. Let me try to explain why.

It would be tempting here, and not altogether wrong, to appeal
to the generality that in any case must characterize all language
and thought and so all reflective endorsement. When my will oper-
ates, that is, when I endorse acting on this desire, I must describe
the desire and the action to myself in some way or other, if only as
‘a desire’ or perhaps ‘satisfying a desire’. Thought traffics in the
general — the human mind traffics in the general — and it is non-
sense to think I could have some wholly particular way of conceiv-
ing what I am doing. This by itself, however, does not quite commit
me to reaching the same conclusion about what it would be appro-
priate to do on all relevantly similar occasions as I reach now.
Again, it would be tempting to say that it so commits me until I can
find the resources for changing my mind. That’s very nearly right.
But I think the more accurate way to put the point is to say that it so
commits me if there is to be such a thing as my mind to change. For if
all of my decisions were particular and anomalous, there would be
no identifiable difference between my acting and an assortment of first-
order impulses being causally effective in or through my body. And then there
would e no self — no mind - no me — who is the one who does the
act.

The point I am making here is exactly analogous to the point
about distinguishing causal connections from mere temporal
sequences of events. Just as the special relation between cause and
effect, the necessitation that makes their relation different from
mere temporal sequence, cannot be established in the absence of
law or regularity, so the special relation between agent and action,
the necessitation that makes that relation different from an event’s
merely taking place in the agent’s body, cannot be established in
the absence of at least a claim to law or universality. So I need to
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will universally in order to see my action as something which 7 do.
Nagel misses the point when he says that regularity does nothing to
establish the causality of my will. What it does is establish my own
ability to see myself as having a will, as having the kind of self-con-
sctous causality that is a rational will.

Let me put this point another way. Hume argued not only that
we do not encounter the power of causes in experience, but also
that we do not encounter the active self in experience. We
encounter our thoughts and motives, but not the self who thinks
them or acts on them. Kant’s reply to the first point was that the
mind in effect imposes the notion of causal law on certain temporal
sequences in its attempt to understand the empirically given world
as a single systematic whole organized in space and time. In a
similar way, we impose the form of universal volitional principle on
our decisions in our attempts to unify ourselves into agents or char-
acters who persist through time — or rather — as I will explain below
—who are committed to making the same decision on some range of
possible occasions. In both cases, the function of the a priori princi-
ple is to impose the form of unity on what would otherwise be dis-
parate phenomena. The function of the normative principles of
the will, in particular, is to bring integrity and therefore unity — and
therefore, really, existence — to the acting self.'?

I am aware that there is an air of paradox in what I have just
said. Who, after all, is this apparently ephemeral self who has to
unify itself into an agent or character that can persist through a
series of relevantly similar occasions, and why, if it is indeed
ephemeral, does it have to do that?'® The answer is that the
ephemeral self is the reflecting self, the one who looks at its impulse
from a reflective distance. And the reason that it has to unify itself
into an agent who can persist through a series of relevantly similar
occasions is not that it has some reason to want or anticipate that it
will persist into the future. It is not, for instance, that the ephemeral
reflective self already knows that it will be succeeded by a series of
future ephemeral reflective selves, who will all inhabit the same

12 T say more about the idea that unity must be conferred on, or achieved by, the agent, and
the idea that this is something required by the agent’s occupation of the deliberative (or
reflective) standpoint, in ‘Personal Identity and the Unity of Agency: a Kantian Response
to Parfit’. ' Ithank Arthur Kuflik for pressing me to be clearer on this point.
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body, and with whom it must therefore coordinate its activities.'*
The reason is rather that the view of itself as active now essentially
involves a projection of itself into other possible occasions.

To see this, consider first the simplest case: the hypothetical
imperative.If Iwillanend, I oughttowillthe meanstothatend. This
is nota mere description but rather a law, an imperative, expressed
withan‘ought’. Butwhogivesthislaw towhom,and when?Itisalaw
that I give to myself, and its function is to bring unity to myself. And
wecansee thisby consideringwhen thislaw mustbe enforced. T have
determined uponmy end, butnow lamreluctant to take the means.
The imperative is conditional upon my willing the end, so if I just
gave up the end, I could escape its force. Sometimes when we see
whattheachievementof anendwillrequire of us,we giveitupasnot
worth the bother, or consign it wistfully to the realm of mere wish.
But ’'m not talking about that kind of case; this end is one I do will,
one I can’t or won’tgive up. Itis only that the means are difficult, or
scary, or dull, and I am having trouble screwing myself to the task.
That’s when I am guided by the imperative — that’s when I say to
myself —‘since youwill thisend, you must take these means’. When
follow a hypothetical imperative, one part of me —say mywillatone
moment—governsanotherpartof me-sayatanothermoment—the
part that is capable of being sidetracked or derailed by difficulty or
dread or dullness. The reason I must follow hypothetical impera-
tivesingeneralisthatif Idon’tfollow them,if I alwaysallow myself to
be derailed by difficulty or dread or dullness, then I never really will
an end. The desire to pursue the end and the desires that draw me
away from it each hold sway in their turn, but my willis never active.
The distinction between my will and the operation of the desires
and impulses in me does not exist, and that means that I, considered
asanagent,donotexist. It follows from thisthatwhenIwillanend,

'* In ‘Personal Identity and the Unity of Agency: a Kantian Response to Parfit’ I myself
tentatively proposed an argument along these lines, but it was addressed to a somewhat
different point. There I was arguing against the possibility of an ephemeral self-interested
reason; here [ am arguing for the universalizability requirement in general. I also argued,
in that paper, that talk of cooperating with future selves is in a way misleading (pp.
112-114). In both that argument and this one, the real issue is not whether what I am here
calling the ephemeral self has reason to desire or anticipate a special connection with
some future selves, but rather whether the active self can coherently be conceived as
ephemeral.

15 These points are also discussed in “The Normativity of Instrumental Reason’.
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I must gpso facto will that even on another occasion, even when I am
tempted notto, I willstay on the track of thatend. Otherwiseit’slike
promising your lover you’ll be faithful until someone else catches
youreye: noreal action hasbeen taken. Sowhenyouwillan end, the
formof the actof yourwillis general: youwill akind of law for your-
self, alaw thatapplies not only now, but on other possible occasions.

Now I need to clarify these remarks in one important way. In the
above argument I appealed to the possibility of being tempted
away from the end on another, temporally later occasion. But the
argument does not really require the possibility of a temporally
later occasion. It only requires that there be two parts of me, one
that wills, and one that is capable of resisting my will. The possibil-
ity of resistance exists even now, on this occasion. When we act self-
consciously, we act under the idea of freedom: we think that we
could act otherwise on this occasion. But that means that ‘this occa-
sion’ itself must be conceived in general terms: it cannot be an
ineluctable particular. You cannot say of an ineluctable particular
that i could be otherwise. Reflective distance brings the impulse
into view: you then can say, ‘that impulse, that desire — I can follow
it or not’. And then you have thought of iin a general way, say as ‘a
desire’. To think that you could have done otherwise on this occa-
sion, or in the face of this impulse, the occasion must be character-
ized in some way — which is to say, some general way The
importance of this will become clear in a moment.

The general requirement of universalizing our maxims has the
same source as the general requirement of following hypothetical
imperatives. I cannot regard myself as an active self, as willing an
end, unless what I wrll is to pursue my end in spite of temptation. In
the same way, I cannot regard myself as an active self, as willing a
maxim, unless what I will is to follow my maxim in spite of tempta-
tion. Laws which cannot be violated cannot be followed either, so if
I'am to give myself a law it must be conceivable that I should break
it. If I give myself a law, if I am not merely the place where an
impulse is operating, then what I do essentially involves a reference
to other occasions when I might do otherwise — or, to pick up the
point in the previous paragraph — to #hs occasion, regarded as pos-
sibly other, and so regarded in general terms. And that means that
if I am to regard this act, the one I do now, as the act of my wull, I
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must at least make a claim to universality, a claim that the reason
for which I act now will be valid on other occasions, or on occasions
of this type ~ including this one, conceived in a general way. Again, the
form of the act of the will is general. The claim to generality, to
universality, is essential to an act’s being an act of the will.'®

A couple of paragraphs ago [ put into the objector’s mouth the
claim that when I make a decision I need not refer to any past or
future acts of my will. But now we see that this turns out to be false,
for according to the above argument it is the claim to universality
that giwes me a will, that makes my will distinguishable from the
operation of desires and impulses in me. If I change my mind and
my will every time I have a new impulse, then I don’t really have an
active mind or a will at all - T am just a kind of location where these
impulses are at play. And that means that to make up my mind even
now ~ to give myself a reason — I must conceive my reason as an
instance of some general type. Of course this is not to say that I
cannot ever change my mind, but only to say that I must do it for a
reason, and not at random. Geuss reports in his comments that
Hegel characterized the Schlegelian life, in which laws are broken
frivolously or for its own sake, as a ‘constant succession of self-cre-
ation and self-destruction’.!” This characterization seems to me to
be perfectly apt. The active will is brought into existence by every
moment of reflection, but without the claim to universality, it is no
sooner born than dead. And that means that it does not really exist
at all.

Williams is therefore exactly right when he says that he sees a
Platonic inheritance in my view. For Plato too thinks that moral
principles serve to hold the disparate parts of the human soul
together, and in this way make the soul capable of unified and
effective action. Moral principles, to put it in non-Platonic lan-

'S T am not quite prepared to go so far as to propose that the generality of all thought denves
Jfrom the freedom that is inherent in the achievement of reflective distance. I am not
certain whether that makes any sense. More specifically, though, what I've said here raises
a question about the source of the universality of theoretical reasons, reasons for belief.
Although the view of belief as a voluntary act of the mind, paralleling choice, is contro-
versial, it does look as if’ a parallel argument could be made about the (formal) universal-
ity of theoretical reasons, viz. that belief cannot be conceived as an act of the mind
without a claim to the universality of the reason for which one believes. I will not pursue
the ramifications of that possibility here, although they are obviously important.

7 Geuss, p. 193.
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guage, are what give the soul considered as a unified entity a wull.
The arguments first sketched in Republic 1, to the effect that an
unjust soul will fall into faction, and therefore will be incapable of
acting effectively as a unit, say exactly this.'® I do not agree with
Williams, however, when he characterizes Plato as ‘having ducked
the full force of Callicles’ challenge, by equating the bad with the
addicted or brutal’.'? I think that the work of the rest of the
Republic, in particular, is to substantiate those early arguments by
demonstrating and defending this equation, in particular, by
showing that the democratic soul, in which each desire or impulse
rules in its turn, is doomed to degenerate into the obsessive
madness of the tyrannical soul, most enslaved of all human
estates.?’ With Plato, I believe that neither human souls nor human
communities can be held together, can be unified, and so can really
be, unless they are (at least to some extent) Republics, submitting
themselves to the rule of law. And that is why I think that freedom
and autonomy require that we will in accordance with universal
law.

It’s important to remember that the argument of this section is
intended only to show that reasons must be universal in a formal
sense. The self-conception behind this requirement, the self-con-
ception to which reflective distance first leads, is bare conception of
oneself as an agent, as the subject of impulses which one may
either follow or resist. To get all the way to Plato’s conclusion —- that
what is required for our existence as unified agents is that we will in
accordance with moral laws — two further points must be estab-
lished: first, that the universal laws required by our conception of
ourselves as agents must range over human beings as such; and
second that the reasons that are derived from these laws are public.
I'have nothing new to say on those points now, so I leave the matter
here.

'8 Plato, Republic 1, 351b-352a. After filling out these initially unsatisfactory arguments in
Books 1-1v, Plato asserts that the just person binds together the three parts of his soul
‘and any others there may be in between, and from having been many things he becomes
entirely one, moderate and harmonious. Only then does he act’ (443d-¢).

19 Williams, p. 215. 2 Plato, Repubdlic vii-1x, 555b—57ge.
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2 APPARENT DEPARTURES FROM KANT

Cohen and Geuss think that my account of obligation departs
from Kant’s in some ways that are the worse for it; in this section, I
will address these points, and in so doing try to clanfy the sense in
which I take my account to be Kantian.

Cohen begins his remarks by putting forth a problem about the
very idea of grounding obligation in autonomy, which he raises in
the form of a puzzle concerning Hobbes’s theory. While an agent
might on the one hand seem to be bound by a law she makes for
herself, she also seems not to be bound, since she is free to unmake
the law at will. According to what Cohen calls ‘Hobbes’s first argu-
ment’ a citizen is bound by the sovereign’s law because the sover-
eign is his representative and so the sovereign’s laws are his own,
while according to ‘Hobbes’s second argument’, the sovereign
himself is not bound by his law, since he makes the law himself and
so can change the law at will. Being the legislator, it seems, both
binds you to the law and makes you free from it. How is this consis-
tent? Part of the answer lies in the fact that the citizens are repre-
sented: having granted their legislative power to the sovereign, they
can change the law only by changing the sovereign’s mind about
what the law should be. And as Cohen himself points out, another
part of the answer lies in what the second argument ignores: that
even if I can change the law that I make for myself, I remain bound
by it until I change it.*' The argument that I gave in the previous
section backs Cohen up on this point: if I am to be an agent, I
cannot change my law without changing my mind, and I cannot
change my mind without a reason. But it follows that the sovereign
himself cannot change his own law without changing his mind,
and this makes escape from the authority of the law less easy than
Hobbes’s second argument would have it, for we cannot change
our minds about just anything. Now Cohen thinks that this answer
is available to Kant, but not to me. And this is because Cohen
thinks that according to Kant there is a standard the human will
must meet when it legislates, namely the standard of universaliz-
ability, which is not itself the product of human legislation, but
rather is imposed on that legislation by reason. Whereas on my

21 Cohen, p. 170.
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version of the view, the ‘subject is unequivocally the author of the
law that binds it’.?? With no standard to constrain the agent’s law-
making, the agent can make and unmake laws at will, and so is not
in any very interesting sense bound by them. And so my view falls
prey to Hobbes’s second argument.

My answer to this objection depends in part on what I said in
section 1. Cohen makes it sound as if autonomous lawmaking were
one thing, and universal autonomous lawmaking another, and this
in turn makes it sound as if universalizability is a rational con-
straint which is imposed on what would otherwise be the arbitrary
or unconstrained activity of autonomous lawmaking. But I think
that Kant himself means something else, namely autonomous law-
making just #sn’t autonomous lawmaking unless it is done univer-
sally. The requirement of universalization is not imposed on the
activity of autonomous lawmaking by reason from outside, but is
constitutive of the activity itself.

More generally, if we contrast activities which are totally uncon-
strained with activities which are constrained in an external way by
certain rules or principles, we may leave an important option out,
and at the same time make too much of a mystery of the question
why we have to conform to those rules and principles. The option is
that the rules and principles are constitutive of, and therefore inter-
nal to, the activities themselves, so that we have to conform to those
principles if we are really to engage in those activities at all. If T am
to walk, I must put one foot in front of the other: this is not a rule
that externally constrains my walking, or boxes me in like the walls
of alabyrinth, or that I can with much coherence rebel against. In
the same spirit one might argue that if I am going to think I must
think in accordance with the principle of non-contradiction, or
that if I am going to will an end, I must also will the means to that
end, or that if I am going to will at all I must do so universally. T am
not saying that it is obvious that these rules are constitutive of these
activities and that no argument needs to be made. I am making a
point about what such arguments, when they are made, aim to
achieve. If the argument of the previous section works, then the
requirement of universality is in this way constitutive of willing. Of

2 Cohen, p. 170.
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course it is a separate question why I must walk, or think, or will an
end or will at all. But once I am engaged in these activities it should
not be a mystery why I have to conform to principles that in a sense
simply constitute the carrying on of the activities themselves.?

Now this in turn is related to the way in which I understand the
Kantian enterprise more generally. There are in our tradition two
things which philosophers have meant by ‘reason’. ‘Reason’ refers
to the active as opposed to the passive capacities of the human
mind, and ‘reason’ also refers to certain sets of principles — logical
principles, moral and other practical principles, and the principles
that Kant associates with the pure concepts of the understanding
What Kant did, as I see it, was to try to bring these two conceptions
of reason together: to explain the normative force of the principles
by showing that they are constitutive of reflective mental activity
itself?* To choose is to follow the hypothetical and categorical
imperatives; to understand i to employ the concepts and principles
of the understanding, and so on. And in the same way, my own aim
is to portray moral principles as constitutive of, and so as essential
to, making human choices, and leading a human life.

So when Cohen portrays Kant as thinking that reason imposes a
constraint on lawmaking, and concludes that in Kant’s theory the
subject is not unequivocally the author of the law, I think he creates
a false opposition between my version of the view and Kant’s. In
both Kant’s version and in mine the subject is unequivocally the
author of the law, but autonomous lawmaking is not something

2 I don’t mean to suggest that these principles are descriptive rather than normative; nor do
I mean to suggest either that we always follow them automatically, or that we are always
conscious of being guided by them, when we engage in these activities. It is the nature of
activities, as opposed to mechanical processes, that one who engages in them is self-
guided (in an extensive sense, therefore, autonomous). The rules constitute the activities
in the sense that what it means to be engaged in them is to guide yourself in accordance
with these rules. For an activity to be self-guided, it must be one that you perform con-
sciously, but you need not be conscious that you are doing it, or that you are guiding your-
self by these rules. The difference here is between doing something that essentially
involves consciousness and being conscious that you are doing it. An animal may walk
consciously, but it need not be conscious that it is walking. The thinker swerves away from
self-contradiction without thinking about it when the contradiction is obvious and the
option not particularly tempting.

This point is independent of Kant’s own distinction between regulative and constitutive
principles, which has to do with the relation of the principles to the objects to which they
are applied, not with their relation to the agents who follow them.

2

4
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you can do any way you like, any more than thinking is. It must be
done universally.

To get the conclusion that the laws in question must be moral
laws, however, I think we need another argument, and I tried to
provide it by arguing that we must identify ourselves, normatively,
as human beings as such. But Geuss argues that this further move is
unKantian in another way. It depends on the idea of ‘identifying’
with a principle of choice (rather than merely ‘using’ it), whereas
Kant does not invoke such a notion.?” Nagel also makes this point,
characterizing my appeal to identity as ‘rather existentialist’ (I
think correctly) and also as therefore unKantian (I think incor-
rectly). Geuss suggests that the closest Kant comes to making an
appeal to identity is in Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone, where
Kant associates one’s most fundamental principles with one’s
‘intelligible character’. But intelligible character, Geuss points out,
1sn’t quite the same thing as identity in the modern sense, since
there are only two intelligible characters you can have, good or
bad.

But although Kant doesn’t use the term, it seems to me that he
appeals quite straightforwardly to notions of identification in
Grundlegung, chapter 11, when providing his ‘deduction’ of the
moral law. Kant first establishes that in so far as a person is active —
‘in respect to that which may be pure activity in himself” — he
regards himself as a member of the intelligible world. The moral
law is the law of the intelligible world, and Kant argues that it binds
the person because ‘it is only as intelligence that he is his proper
self’. In contrast, because the person is passive in the face of his
desires, and regards them as the result of the operation of natural
forces on him, ‘He does not even hold himself responsible for these
inclinations and impulses or attribute them to his proper self’.2
According to this argument, our identification with the active side
of our nature is what binds us to the moral law. That the moral self
is a self normatively conceived, what I call a practical identity,
emerges nicely when Kant says that ‘even the most malicious
villain (provided he is otherwise accustomed to using his reason)’ —
that is, provided he is reflective — ‘imagines himself to be this better

% Geuss, p. 191.
% Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, pp. 457—458, in Beck’s translation, p. 77.
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person when he transfers himself to the standpoint of a member of
the intelligible world’.?” The ‘better person’ here functions at once
as an object of aspiration and identification. The idea of identify-
ing normatively with a certain conception of one’s nature — the
conception of oneself as active and rational — therefore plays a
central role in Kant’s view, just as the idea of identifying norma-
tively with the conception of oneself as human does in mine.

3 THE STATUS OF DESIRE

The Kantian argument I just discussed, however, is the source of
another of Geuss’s criticisms, this time both of Kant and of me.
Doesn’t Kant portray the moral agent as regarding her desires and
inclinations as ‘alien intruders’ or at least as ‘alien entities from
which I must keep my distance’?® And in speaking of our first-
order impulses as things that we are confronted with, and must
either endorse or reject, am I not doing the same thing? Why
wouldn’t it be enough to endorse or reject some of our desires in
the name of, or from a point of view provided by, our other desires,
rather than appealing to abstract principle? Perhaps we should
identify with our desires, rather than regarding them as alien.
Williams, whom Geuss cites, makes a similar point when he argues
that perhaps we should not regard our moral motives as alien from
our desires. In response to my remarks in section 1.1.1, about the
possibility that we may have to sacrifice our heart’s desire for moral
reasons, Williams remarks that I am going to have to face ‘a motley
crew of romantics, Nietzscheans, Lawrentians, and merely Epucur
de grege porcos . . . say[ing] that if the [moral] claim . . . can and
should have that much power against the heart’s desire, it had
better have a footing in the heart’s desire’.?

A first point, as always, is that the picture of Kant invoked here is
somewhat exaggerated. Kant did not think that all of our desires
simply spring up in us, like mushrooms in the back yard, to be
approached with caution. As his essay ‘Conjectures on the
Beginnings of Human History’ brings out most clearly, Kant

2 Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, pp. 454—455, in Beck’s translation, pp. 73-74.
® Geuss,p.1go. 2 Williams, p. 211.
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believed it is an important fact about human beings that our first-
order desires and impulses do not all derive immediately from
instinct, like those of the other animals, but rather arise from a
complex interplay of instinct and reason. Certain powers associ-
ated with reason, such as the capacities for comparison and fore-
sight, operate on the materials provided by instinct, leading to a
vast proliferation of the objects which human beings are capable of
finding desirable, interesting, arousing, compelling, and so forth.
The result is a set of specifically human interests that do not have a
simple instinctual basis, such as the concern for long-term happi-
ness, the capacity for romantic love, and the sense of the beautiful.
All of the interests that we associate with the specifically human
phenomenon of ‘culture’ are the result of reason’s reworking, so to
speak, of materials supplied by instinct. Specifically human inter-
ests are in a sense the products of our own activity.

Yet it cannot be denied that Kant seems to have made little use
of this point in his moral philosophy, and it does raise some ques-
tions: if we identify with the active dimension of our minds, and if
we play an active role in generating these impulses, why shouldn’t
these impulses seem to be more deeply our own — why shouldn’t
we, at least to some extent, identify with them? I don’t know why
exactly Kant didn’t take up this question. But whatever the reason,
my own employment of the notion of practical identity is in part
intended to rectify the problem.

Our contingent practical identities are, to some extent, given to
us — by our cultures, by our societies and their role structures, by the
accidents of birth, and by our natural abilities — but it is also clear
that we enter into their construction. And this means that the
desires and impulses associated with them do not just arise in us.
When we adopt (or come to wholeheartedly inhabit) a conception
of practical identity, we also adopt a way of life and a set of pro-
Jects, and the new desires which this brings in its wake. In some
cases our conception of a contingent practical identity will give rise
to new motives in a way that parallels the generation of the motive
of duty by the thought of the categorical imperative. You may be
tempted to do something but find that it is inconsistent with your
identity as a teacher or a mother or a friend, and the thought that it
1s inconsistent may give rise to a new incentive, an incentive not to
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do this thing. As Luther’s ‘here I stand, I cannot do otherwise’
reminds us, the human heart, being human, discovers itself not
only in spontaneous desire, but in imperatives.** The motives and
desires that spring from our contingent practical identities are
therefore like the cultural desires Kant discussed in his historical
essays. They are in part the result of our own activity, and, as such,
we may identify with them in a deep way. And if a person also iden-
tifies deeply with the conception of herself as a Citizen of the
Kingdom of Ends, she is not going to experience moral obligation
as something alien to her inmost self or to her heart’s desire either.
Part of my intention in invoking the concept of practical identity is
to break down Kant’s overly harsh, and even in his own terms over-
simplified, division between natural impulses that do not belong to
my proper self and rational impulses that do.

Having said that, however, I want to return to, and emphasize,
what is right about Kant’s view that we should identify with our
principles of choice rather than with our desires and impulses.
Geuss seems to think that it is because of the supposed alienness or
intrusiveness of desire that Kant thinks one must use, and I think
that one must identify with, the categorical imperative. He writes:

Since all of my desires are alien intruders I can’t use any of them to decide
which of my other desires to endorse.*

And later:

After all, if in reflection I see all my desires as alien, then what else is there
for me to identify with except the principle of endorsement (or rejection) I
use?™?

But that isn’t the reason why one must ultimately identify with
one’s principle of choice or endorsement rather than one’s first-
order desires and impulses. It is rather that when I act I must see
myself as an agent and to do that I must identify, as Kant says in
the Grundlegung, with ‘that which may be pure activity in
[myself]’.** Although I have just been suggesting that we do make
an active contribution to our practical identities and the impulses

% As Williams himself points out in ‘Practical Necessity’, p. 130.
3 Geuss,p-190.  * Geuss, p. 1g1.
3 Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, p. 451; in Beck’s translation, p. 70.
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that arise from them, it remains true that at the moment of action
these impulses are the incentives, the passively confronted mater-
ial upon which the active will operates, and not the agent or active
will itself. This is clear in Geuss’s own formulation ‘I can’t use any
of them to decide which of my other desires to endorse’. Who is
the ‘T’ who decides to ‘use’ these desires, and how does it decide?
The reason I must identify with my principle of choice when I act
really has nothing to do with whether my first-order impulses
seem totally alien to me or I regard them as my own productions.
It is rather that at the moment of action I must identify with my
principle of choice if I am to regard myself as the agent of the
action at all.

Let me now turn to a related issue. A moment ago I responded to
the objection that Kant doesn’t allow us to identify with our desires
by pointing out that in a Kantian theory one may play an active
role in the formation of one’s desires, and may therefore identify
with them. But one might think that this close association between
what we can identify with and our own agency is objectionable in
itself. Williams, in his comments, complains that in a Kantian
account, nothing will serve to justify action unless ‘I just happen
to. . .” cannot be applied to it. Williams thinks that a Kantian could
not justify action by saying, for instance, ‘I just happen to love him’
or ‘she just happens to be my daughter’.** And the Kantian associ-
ation between identification and activity might be thought to
support this claim, for to say that one just happens to does seem to
suggest a kind of passivity, that this is a concern one has stumbled
into rather than actively formed. Must a Kantian regard concerns
one ‘just happens’ to have as ‘alien entities from which I must
keep my distance’?® I agree with Williams that this would be an
unattractive result, because we surely do stumble into some of our
deepest concerns, perhaps most obviously the ties associated with
family, ethnicity, and nationality, but also sometimes and to some
extent our religions, friendships, and careers. And it is the mark of
a kind of immaturity not to accept the deep role of contingency in
human life associated with this fact. We think that the person who
keeps searching for the perfect career or the perfect mate rather

* Williams, pp. 214~215. ¥ Geuss, p. 190.
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than finally giving his heart to some one of the projects or lovers that
life has brought his way has failed to grow up.

But I think that it is essential, if we are to get this right, to distin-
guish our attitudes towards contingency from our attitudes towards
passwity. For contingency itself is something that may either be
actively embraced or passively endured, and this makes all the dif-
ference: the mature attitude is the one that actively embraces it, not
the one that passively endures it. Kant’s theory of value, in marked
contrast to realist theories, embodies an advocacy of this attitude.
For Kant urges us to take things to be important because they are
important to us. And this means that we must do so in full acceptance
of the fact that what specifically 1s important to us is at bottom con-
tingent and conditional, determined by biological, psychological,
and historical conditions that themselves are neither justified nor
unjustified, but simply there. In a deep way, all of our particular
values are ones we just happen to hold. But the transition from con-
tingency to necessity is sometimes our own work. True lovers learn
how to be made for each other. Kantian agents transform contin-
gent values into necessary ones by valuing the humanity that is
their source.

4 SELF-CONCEPTION AND THE PROBLEM OF EGOISM
Nagel argues that my view is unattractively egoistic. He says:

If someone accepts death rather than betraying a number of other people
to the killers, it might be unappreciative to explain this in terms of the
conception he had of himself . . . to explain the grip on him of those
reasons in terms of the self-conception would be to get things backwards,
and incidentally to cheapen the motive.*

A great deal depends on what Nagel means by ‘explain[ing] the
grip on him of those reasons’. In approaching this question it will
help to have some background points in place.

In a Kantian conception of moral psychology there is an impor-
tant distinction between the first-order impulse or ‘incentive’ to the
performance of an action and the principle of volition under
which one chooses to act on that incentive. An agent is confronted

% Nagel, p. 206.
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with an incentive — a desire or other impulse that presents a certain
action as worth doing — and, in response to the presentation, then
decides, in accordance with a principle of choice or volition,
whether to do the action or not. I like to think of this as a ‘double-
aspect’ theory of motivation, since we need not imagine that there
1s always something like a deliberate two-step process, in which the
agent first notices the incentive and then decides whether to act on it
by consciously applying the principle of choice. It is rather that the
motive of a chosen action has two aspects: the aspect under which
the action 1s presented to the agent as something she might do and
the aspect under which she actually chooses to do it. Kant thinks
that there are two principles of choice that may govern our actions:
the principle of self-love, which is roughly that of choosing to do an
action because you want to do it; and the moral principle, which
adds a governing requirement that we should be aware that the
maxim of doing the action is fit to be a universal law. Neither the
incentive nor the principle of choice is, by itself ‘the reason’ for the
action; rather, the reason is the incentive as seen from the perspec-
tive of the principle of choice. That you desire something is a
reason for doing it from the perspective of the principle of self-love.
From the perspective of the moral principle, however, it is only a
reason for doing it if the maxim of doing it passes the categorical
imperative test. In my own account, the principle of self-love is
replaced by the various principles associated with our contingent
practical identities. That Susan is in trouble is a reason for action
from the perspective of Susan’s friend; that the law requires it is a
reason for action from the perspective of a citizen, and so forth.
Now there are certain familiar errors people make about this
psychological model, which involve the idea that the operation of a
principle of choice must somehow infect the original incentive, or
change its content, or replace it.*” Consider for instance a standard
reaction to Kant’s criticism of the naturally sympathetic person in
the famous example of Grundlegung, chapter 1, When Kant suggests
that the sympathetic person’s action is on a footing with action
prompted by other inclinations, meaning that it is chosen under the
principle of self-love, readers often suppose Kant must be implying

% In thinking about this issue I have benefited from discussions with Scott Kim.
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that the sympathetic impulse 1s not after all disinterested. But Kant
is perfectly clear that he does not think that, for he characterizes
such people as being ‘without any motive of vanity or selfishness’.?
The content of one’s desires and impulses is not somehow changed
by the principle of volition under which one chooses to act on
them. Kant’s complaint about the naturally sympathetic person is
not that he wants to help others only because it pleases him to do so.
It is rather that he chooses to help others only because he wants to.
This 1s indeed a reason to help others, if an incomplete one, but
there is a better one available, which the sympathetic person would
have encountered, if he had only taken thought about whether he
could universalize his maxims. Kant condemns the naturally sym-
pathetic person not for the content of his incentive, but rather for
making an insufficiently reflective choice.*

A closely related confusion involves the idea that the principle of
choice somehow replaces the original incentive as ‘the reason’ for the
action, as if the two were in competition for this role. People are
tempted to say that in Kant’s view the moral person chooses to help
another ‘because it is his duty’, and the sympathetic person chooses
to help another ‘because he enjoys doing so’, and that this means
that neither of them can be helping the other ‘because the other is
in need’. I think instead that for both of these characters the very
fact that someone is in need is an incentive and to that extent is a
reason to help. But it is a different sort of reason for one who sees
the needs of another as the source of a claim on him, as the source
of a duty, than it is for one who sees helping another merely as
something he would like to do.

I have described the two views above as confusions, which I
think is what they usually are when offered as hostile interpreta-
tions of what Kant must mean. But of course there are versions of
both of them that do not spring from mere confusion, but from
anti-Kantian philosophical outlooks. A traditional empiricist
would deny the radical distinction between choice and desire on
which my response to the first one depends. And a realist would

58 Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, p. 398; in Beck’s translation, p. 14.

3 For a more extensive analysis of this example and the light it throws on Kant’s conception
of moral psychology, see my ‘From Duty and for the Sake of the Noble: Kant and
Aristotle on Morally Good Action’.
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deny the perspective-dependence of reasons on which my answer
to the second depends. Nagel says, of his exemplar:

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

What I would say is that the fact that the others would die if he got
out of his difficulty by betraying them is a reason not to do so from
the perspective of someone who regards himself as a Citizen of the
Kingdom of Ends. Nagel’s disagreement with that aspect of my
view, as well as his commitment to what I have called ‘substantive
realism’, are both signalled by his use of the phrase ‘non-first-per-
sonal’ here. There is certainly a sense in which Nagel thinks that
reasons depend for their existence on perspective, for he asserts
that the objective point of view is itself a perspective, and that no
reasons would exist in a world devoid of creatures who can take
that perspective up.*' But he also thinks that reasons are not con-
structed from, but rather discovered in, the objective point of view,
and that choice should be a response to them. That’s why he thinks I
get it ‘backwards’.

Nagel’s view about this, I think, is the result of his view, which I
discussed in section 1, that reflection just amounts to viewing things
more objectively or impersonally, where ‘objectivity’ is understood
in a ‘realist’ way: to seek an objective understanding is to try to see
what is really there, or, in the case of practical reasons, what you
should really do, in a way that is uninfected by the particularities of
the perspective from which you see it. The ideal of objectivity is to
approach as closely as possible to seeing the world from no particu-
lar perspective at all —in Nagel’s famous phrase, From Nowhere. In a
more ‘constructivist’ view like mine, by contrast, that ideal is
regarded as incoherent: the fact that we can never escape viewing
the world from somewhere is not a regrettable limitation, since there is
nothing that the world is like from nowhere. There may be, however,
something that the world is like for knowers as such or for rational
agents as such, and the quest for ‘objectivity’ — that is, the sur-

0 Nagel,p.206. *' See The View From Nowkhere, p. 150.
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mounting of more local and contingent perspectives — is under-
stood as the quest to view the world from these more necessary and
inescapable points of view. Practical reasons that can only be found
in the perspective of rational agents as such or human beings as
such are ‘objective’ if we have no choice but to occupy those per-
spectives.*

Since my disagreement with Nagel depends in part on these
much larger issues between realists and constructivists there are a
number of different ways we might prosecute it. The specific one
that concerns me here is the one about whether my view renders
the agent’s motivation unattractively egoistic. In my view a reason
derives its normative force for an agent from a perspective pro-
vided by her identification with a principle of choice. For instance
another’s need might be a reason for her from the perspective of
her self-identification as a Citizen of the Kingdom of Ends. Does
this cheapen her motive? An initial point is that it would be a
mistake to suppose that the self-conception in question is a view of
herself rather than of others. To conceive oneself as a Citizen of the
Kingdom of Ends is to conceive oneself as related to others in a
certain way — it is not a private ideal. But of course it is still a con-
ception in which the self appears — it is not just a thought about the
others, say about their needs or their rights, as Nagel apparently
thinks it should be. Nagel acknowledges that appeals to self-con-
ception may serve a psychological function, in stiffening the agent’s
resolve, and even concedes that they may be psychologically neces-
sary if one is to perform actions of the sort under discussion:
‘perhaps only romantic egoists can make sacrifices of this extreme
sort — on the model of religious martyrs who expect eternal bliss’.*3
I have to protest the part about the expectation of eternal bliss,

12 Of course, in my view there is one sense in which we do have a choice about whether to
occupy the perspective of a Citizen of the Kingdom of Ends (or a valuer of humanity) -
we can take refuge in complete normative scepticism (see 4.4.2). One might think that this
limits the sense in which what I've provided here is an adequate substitute for the ‘realist’
conception of objectivity. But Nagel argues that the realist conception of objectivity itself
must leave a sceptical possibility permanently open: since we cannot literally view the
world from nowhere, it is always possible that any conception of the world we form is dis-
torted by the point of view from which we form it. (See The View From Nowhere, especially
pp- 67-71.) Both of these conceptions of ‘objectivity’, therefore, must leave the door open
for scepticism, but we conceive the threat of scepticism in very different ways.

# Nagel pp. 206—207.
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since the ‘egoism’ that my view involves is a matter of being con-
cerned with what you are, not a matter of being concerned with what
you get, and no question of being rewarded is atissue.** Yet I certainly
grant that my view implies that self-conceptions are essential to the
normativity of reasons. [ have suggested that an agent could not
bring herself to make extreme sacrifices unless not making them
seemed to her to be worse than death, and I do mean worse for the
agent herself. Nagel clearly thinks that if I am right about this then
we are not as good as we should be.* I on the other hand take it to
throw important light on the grounds of moral obligation.

There are various ways in which one might suppose that the
need for identification with a principle of choice cheapened one’s
motive. First, one might suppose that no principle of choice
should operate at all, that our natural impulse of love for these
others (say) should propel us into making the sacrifice without the

* Nagel says ‘The temptation to offer an egoistic answer to egoism has been a weakness of
ethical theory since the dawn of the subject’ (p. 206). But I think that the ‘egoism’ of
which people sometimes accuse Plato and Aristotle is, in the first instance, a concern with
what you are, not a concern with what you get (including, now, experiences of a certain
kind as part of what you get). This can be hard to see because both of them were deeply
convinced that the achievement of eddcupovio depends above all on what you are, and
they were both prepared to defend the virtuous life on these grounds. I am not saying that
they were wrong, but merely that the strategy can be misleading, especially for a modern
audience predisposed to think of evdaipovia (or happiness) itself as primarily a matter of
having certain experiences, of getting things.

Nagel says that if the normative force of reasons depends on self-conception in the way
that [ suggest, then ‘morality is an illusion . . . the sceptics are right’ (p. 207). But he also
asserts that morality depends on whether, in reflection (by which he means, when we view
ourselves objectively), we are ‘prepared to regard’ ourselves as worthless (p. 207). As Arthur
Kuflik reminded me, Nagel himself, in The Possibility of Altruism, tied morality to the con-
ception of oneself as ‘one among others equally real’, and based his argument on the cost
of giving up that conception. As Nagel argued there and reasserts here, ‘if . . . from the
reflective standpoint we do not regard ourselves as worthless, then we must accord a more
general weight to . . . our reasons for acting. And . . . this weight will automatically be
accorded to similar reasons arising in the lives of others’ (p. 207). This sounds a lot like
what I think. But it turns out that when Nagel talks about how we ‘are prepared to’ regard
ourselves on reflection, he actually means what we find to be true about ourselves when
we reflect; and when he says that we ‘accord’ weight to various reasons he actually means
that we discover that they have this weight: °. . . it is a matter of being faced with the alter-
natives, and having to decide which is more credible. We do not make these things true . . .’
(p- 208); *. . . you have to think about the world . . . rather than about yourself and who you
feel yourself to be’ (p. 206). In section 11 of “The Reasons We Can Share: an Attack on the
Distinction Between Agent-Relative and Agent-Neutral Values’, I suggested that Nagel
sometimes evinces a certain ambivalence about his realism. I see that ambivalence
emerging again in some of the language, to my ears constructivist, which he uses here.

4

>
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operation of any self-conscious volition. Here is romance of:
another kind, by which I think moral philosophers in the senti-
mentalist tradition have sometimes been tempted. A mother
animal rushes to the salvation of her cubs in this spirit; it is in its
way deeply impressive and lovely that she should do so, but it is
not morality, nor do I think there is anything to regret in that fact.
Human actions are for the most part chosen, not merely impelled:
this is why they are subject to a moral standard, a standard that
governs the way in which they are chosen. In my view, that is why
there is such a thing as morality at all. It is pointless to protest that
there should not have been any act of choice: if there had not
been, the action would not have been subject to moral evalua-
tion.*

Second, one might suppose that the specific content of the princi-
ple of choice cheapens the motive. This certainly can be true. It is
true in one of Nagel’s descriptions of the case, the one in which the
agent chooses those actions which he thinks will bring him eternal
bliss. But unless you accept the romantic view I rejected above, it
does not have to be true. And in any case, the content of the princi-
ple of choice here is just that of the Kantian moral law, the law of
acting as a Citizen of the Kingdom of Ends. Surely there is
nothing cheap about that.

The third possibility, and the one I believe is bothering Nagel, is
that what supposedly cheapens the motive is neither the fact of
choice, nor the content of the principle of choice, but rather the
fact that the principle of choice derives its ability to confer norma-
tivity on the incentive from the way that the agent identifies herself.
This is what I think Nagel means when he talks about ‘explaining
how the reason gets its grip’ on the agent. Now it is worth pointing
out that even on my view of the situation explicit thoughts about
one’s identification with the principle of choice need come into
play only when the agent must stiffen her resolve, when she is
tempted not to do what she ought. Perhaps someone might think
that it is bad that she is so tempted, but I think this would involve, at
a higher level, the same romantic error as the view that incentives

* 1 set forward this view about the relationship between choice and morality in ‘From Duty
and for the Sake of the Noble: Kant and Aristotle on Morally Good Action’.
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of love should move us in a way that bypasses choice altogether. It
suggests that we ought not to raise what I have called ‘the norma-
tive question’. But I think that it befits an adult rational being to
question the necessity of extreme sacrifice, and it is to be hoped
that if she does not it is because she already has a grip on the
answer. But the answer certainly is, in my view, that the she 1s
unprepared to give up a certain way she looks at herself, a descrip-
tion under which she finds her life worth living and her actions
worth undertaking. And this is what bothers Nagel — the idea that,
in this way, normativity derives from our self-conceptions. And I do
think this.

I can best explain my view on this matter by comparing it to the
very similar one which Kant held. Kant supposed that we have a
natural tendency to treat our own desires as reasons — or, as he puts
it, ‘to make the subjective determining grounds of one’s choice into
an objective determining ground of the will in general’.*” This ten-
dency, which Kant says is ‘natural and active in us even prior to the
moral law’ seems to be based on a natural and extremely primitive
tendency we have to value ourselves.*® Kant does not attempt to
trace the source of this primitive tendency, but in these lectures I
have suggested that it results from the combination of our reflective
consciousness with our animal nature, since every animal is so con-
structed as to value itself (4.3.6—4.3.9). Kant thinks that this primi-
tive tendency to value ourselves is the basis of our capacity for both
good and evil. Guided by reflection, we may be led to see that our
tendency to regard our desires as reasons implies that we set a value
on our own humanity and so on humanity in general.* This real-
ization leads us to the principle of morality. In the absence of such
reflection, the tendency to treat our desires as reasons remains the
insufficiently reflective principle of self-love on which, for instance,
the sympathetic person in Grundlegung, chapter 1, acts.’® Finally, if
an agent consciously and reflectively decided to treat his desires as
reasons merely because they were his own desires, either ignoring
the claims of morality altogether or deliberately subordinating

4 Kant, Critique.of Practical Reason, p. 74; in Beck’s translation, p. 77.

I am indebted here to discussions and correspondence with Allen Wood.
See the account of Kant’s argument in 3.4.8.
Kant, Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, pp. 398—399, in Beck’s translation, pp. 14-15.



250 CHRISTINE KORSGAARD

morality’s claims to the claims of his own self-interest, then he
would be evil.!

I believe something very similar to this, but in place of the prin-
ciple of self-love, I put the fact of normative self-conception, the
fact that we naturally form conceptions of our identities which we
are inclined to treat as normative. Apart from that difference the
view 1s supposed to work just like Kant’s does. Guided by reflection,
we may be led to see that our tendency to treat our contingent
practical identities as the sources of reasons implies that we set a
value on our own humanity and so on humanity in general. This
realization leads us to the moral principle of valuing humanity as
an end in itself. In the absence of such reflection, the tendency to
treat our contingent practical identities as the sources of reasons
may be condemned as insufficiently reflective, just as the principle
of self-love on which the sympathetic person in Grundlegung, chapter
1, acts may be condemned as insufficiently reflective. For example,
although someone’s being a family member or a member of your
ethnic group may provide very good reasons for, say, helping him,
such identifications do fail to capture one important reason that
also exists: namely, the claims of his humanity, which make helping
him a moral duty. Finally, if an agent consciously and reflectively
decided to treat a contingent practical identity as giving him a reason
that is ungrounded in moral or human identity, either ignoring the
claims of morality altogether, or deliberately subordinating moral-
ity’s claims to the claims of this practical identity, then he would be
evil. To take some salient examples, someone who deliberately
decided or anyway consciously thought that being Aryan or white
or male mattered more than being human or rather than being
human would be evil.

I think that Kant was mistaken in focusing exclusively on the
principle of self-love, if that is taken simply to be a will to satisfy
one’s desires. Evil may take the form of ungoverned self-interest or
selfishness, but it takes many other forms as well. In fact I think that
the kind of pure grasping self-interest which the British empiricists
and their heirs tend to identify as the primary enemy of morality is
rather rare. People who care only for what they get and not at all for

51 Kant, Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone, p. 36, in Greene and Hudson’s translation,
Pp- 31-32.
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what they are are surely uncommon. Even the worst of us seem to
want others to like and admire us (if not morally then in other
ways) and wither in the face of contempt. It isn’t enough to say that
this 1s because praise and admiration are pleasant things, and the
thought that you are disliked is nasty. Why should the opinions of
others be sources of pleasure and pain to us in the first place? We
live in the eyes of others because we must live in our own.>? And 1
think that this is because the distinctive fact about being human —
the thing that makes us different from the other animals — is self-
conception. Self-conception is the source some of our sweetest
pleasures — knowing ourselves to be loved or to have done well; and
our greatest (and often self-inflicted) torments — believing ourselves
to be worthless, unlovely, or unlovable. A sure sense of self-worth,
based on the wholehearted endorsement of our practical identi-
ties, 1s enough in most circumstances to make life worth living. A
sense of personal worthlessness, on the other hand, can be the
motive for suicide or — as Nietzsche argued — the germ from which
nihilism and the rejection of all value spreads. And I believe that
self-conception is, and relatedly, the source of our capacity for
everyday decency as well as of heroic virtue; and of our capacity
for trivial pettinesses as well as for great crimes. I think that self-
conception is, in short, the root of both moral good and evil.

5 EXPLANATION AND JUSTIFICATION

Williams raises some questions about the relationship between
explanation and justification in my account, and in this section I
wish, at least in a tentative way, to explore this relationship.
Williams thinks that my aim 1s to produce an answer to the norma-
tive question which justifies the normativity of obligation by
explaining it. A model for this sort of justificatory structure is pro-
vided by Williams’s own realist account of scientific knowledge.
Williams believes that scientific explanations of] say, sow vision rep-
resents features of the real world to us can sustain the claim that
vision really is a form of perception. I have already raised some

%2 Hume’s discussion of the effects of sympathy on self-conception, which I describe in
2.2.3, is one of the best accounts of this matter. See especially Enquiry Concerning the
Principles of Morals, p. 276.
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doubts, in 2.3.3, about that account, so I won’t say any more about
it here. In any case, Williams thinks that it is an inappropriate
model for the justification of morality. He asks:

But why should the explanation of morality have to sustain it in the sense
of providing a normative reason for it? Why should morality not be sus-
tained, rather, by what is mentioned in the explanation? . . . Consider, for
instance, the true explanation of (the other bits of) her heart’s desire: what
is revealed in psychological accounts of the origins of her passions may

not normatively endorse them, but this does not mean that it renders

them meaningless when they are considered ‘from inside’.%

Now I did not intend to suggest that an explanation of obligation
by itself could provide a normative reason for it. Normative
reasons, in my view, always come from reflective endorsement. The
explanation provides the material with which reflection works in
endorsing or rejecting an obligation, but it does not do the work
itself. The question that is bothering Williams is, I think, the ques-
tion in what sense it ‘provides the material’. Is it that the explana-
tion provides a reason for endorsing the impulse to act or believe?
Or is it that it causes the agent to endorse or reject the impulse to
act or believe? Or what? For instance when I say, of the knavish
lawyer in 2.5.2, that ‘her disapproval seems poorly grounded, and
therefore in a sense irrational’ what exactly do I mean? Hume does
not believe that our passions are things that we have reasons for
having; nor does he ever suggest that the disutility of injustice is the
reason for disapproving it. His theory, rather, is that the general
disutility of injustice causes us to disapprove it and that our disap-
proval causes us to deem it immoral, with all that that involves.
How exactly 1s this causal story supposed to be unseated by the
lawyer’s discovery that the unjust action in question is useful?

Now while T agree that our passions are not, or anyway not
always, based on reasons, I think, contrary to Hume, that we must
act for reasons. This is, so far, not a substantive claim about having
to act according to particular rules or principles. It is rather a
formal claim based on the psychological structure of human
action: the reflective structure of human consciousness forces us to
act for reasons, so that we cannot act on a passion without, for-

% Williams, pp. 211-212.
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mally, taking it to be a reason. Then we might ask: but when can we
take a passion to be a reason? If our passions are caused in us,
rather than being based on reasons, then the answer cannot be that
we can take a passion to be a reason when we think we have a good
reason for having it. So it may seem a little off the mark to say of
the knavish lawyer that her passion seems to her to be ‘irrational’.

It is at this point that Williams raised the criticism I discussed in
section g above, that in a Kantian view you cannot ever justify
action simply by saying that you just happen to have a certain
passion or commitment. I have already addressed that point, but I
must now qualify my answer in an important way. Suppose the
knavish lawyer proposes that she just happens to have a moral
sense constructed in such-and-such a way, that this is just the way
she naturally is, and so that her moral distaste for the unjust but
useful action needs no further justification. The answer is that
accepting the role of nature in the construction of our values, and
so accepting the element of arbitrariness and contingency that lies
at their basis, does not commit us to accepting everything that
nature provides, or to being unable to distinguish the sick from the
healthy. Williams’s own comparison between investigating the eti-
ology of values (or, in this case, of moral sentiments) and investigat-
ing the etiology of passions is perfectly apt here. In both cases, we
sometimes find that there is in the end nothing more to say than
that this is how it is, this is what nature and history have made of us.
The human delight in certain effects of light, colour, and sound;
our curiosity about the way things work; our fascination with the
development and exploration of our physical and mental powers —
these may not admit of further justification; it is just how we are.
And it is also true on the individual level that certain interests and
concerns and loves are just the ones we have. I suggested, in section
3, that Kant’s theory of value invites us to accept and even cele-
brate these facts.

But the investigation of the etiology of passions and values
doesn’t always end so simply. Sometimes they are revealed to be
neurotic or phobic or fetishistic or self-contradictory. If they are
more local concerns this means that a person who sets a value on
herself may try to be rid of them, or at least to avoid allowing her
actions to be governed by them. If they are large and self-constitut-
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ing concerns, the very possibility of valuing oneself or one’s
humanity may be called into question. This 1s the result that Freud
and Nietzsche and in a way Hume feared from an investigation of
the etiology of moral values; and this is what I claim happens to the
knavish lawyer at the end of lecture 2. Perhaps what I ought to have
said is not that her disapproval will seem to her to be irrational, but
simply that it will tear itself apart, or rather it will tear her apart.
For it is the very same disinterested sympathy directed to the same
object, the public good, that makes her both hate and love the
unjust but useful action. And as Plato has taught us, this kind of
conflict cannot subsist without breaking the soul into disparate
parts.>* The way it works in this case, then, is that the explanation
prevents endorsement by revealing a kind of incoherence in the
pomnt of view from which the lawyer 1s supposed to endorse acting on
her moral sentiments. Her moral distaste for the unjust action is
after all irrational, in the sense that it cannot be reflectively
endorsed as a reason to act.”

In cases where endorsement is possible, however, there may still
seem to be a question about what is doing the justificatory work:
the endorsement or the explanation that makes it possible. If we
recast my own project in these terms, then I have offered an expla-
nation of the existence of moral obligations which, I claim, should
lead you to endorse those obligations, unless you are prepared to be
a complete sceptic about reasons and values. But (assuming that
the argument is successful) what does the work here, your reflective
endorsement or the explanation itself? Now as the caveat about
avoiding scepticism shows, I must say that it is the endorsement
that does the work, since I am prepared to agree that if human
beings decided that human life was worthless then it would be
worthless. And in any case, I want to say that it is the endorsement
that does the work, for I think that this is what a theory that
grounds normativity in autonomy must say. But this claim will
subject me to another criticism, which Cohen puts forward in a
strong form.

Cohen places before us an idealized Mafioso, who has a code of

5 See Republic v, 4361Y.
%% Perhaps it’s worth a reminder that I don’t mean to suggest that she should do the unjust
act. I just mean that she must now think more about why she should or shouldn’t do it.
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strength and honour, and who would feel threatened by a loss of
identity should he violate it. This person’s psychological structure
fits the pattern I have described as giving rise to obligation, yet
surely we don’t want to say that he has a ‘genuine obligation’ — or so
Cohen suggests. Doesn’t this show that all I have done is describe
the ‘experience or phenomenology of obligation, not its ground or
authenticating source?’>®

Let me recall a point I made at the beginning of lecture 3: that I
do not believe that all obligations are moral or that obligations can
never conflict. That said, the similarity between the idealized
Mafioso and the morally obligated person is one that I welcome. If
we are to successfully address the question of the ground of moral
obligation, we must ask the question in the right way, and that
means that we must be aware of the way in which it emerges as a
problem in the context of actual human life. Many philosophers (I
don’t mean Cohen) address the problem as if it arose in this way:
people go through life doing what they please, acting on their
desires, either in a spirit of wantonness or prudence, and once in a
while moral obligation strides in, like a teacher striding on to the
playground, to crush desire and spoil the fun. Why should we put
up with it? But this isn’t a picture of how the problem of moral
obligation arises, because it isn’t a recognizable picture of human
life. We do not go through our days doing what we please, following
the beckoning of desire. Human life, or anyway, adult human life,
is pervaded through and through with obligation. It consists of
things like doing our jobs, helping our friends, and living up to our
roles as teachers, citizens, neighbours, parents, and so forth. And
being obligated — having to keep ourselves on the track determined
by our roles and projects in spite of temptations to laziness or self-
ishness or cowardice — is part of our everyday business. For human
beings, obligation is as normal as desire, something we experience
every morning when the alarm goes off. So far, obligation is simply
a psychological reality and as such it does not need a justification,
only an explanation: one that I meant to be giving in my story
about the structure of reflective consciousness and the need for
practical identity that it generates.

5% Cohen, p. 183.
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Moral obligation, however special it may be, is a form of obliga-
tion, and that means its psychological structure should turn out to be
similar to the psychological structure of these more mundane
obligations. Our capacity for obligation in general, and our capacity
for moral obligation, should be explained in the same way. What
makes actual moral obligation different from other kinds is sup-
posed to be its applicability to everyone and its rational inescapa-
bility. It is these features that seem to give rise to special issues about
Jjustification.

Yet any obligation can, when it presses, give rise to the demand
for a justification, and what I have tried to do in my story is relate
this fact to the special status of morality. When we question the
importance of living up to the demands of our contingent practi-
cal identities, what we discover is not (or not always) the necessity of
living up to demands of this or that role, but rather the necessity of
living up to some of our roles, of maintaining some sort of
integrity as human beings.”’ It is the value we place on our human-
ity that stands behind our other roles and imparts normativity to
them. And if my other arguments work, that means we are com-
mitted to valuing the humanity of others as well.

But this conclusion only emerges from a course of reflection, a
course which may never be undertaken, or may only be partially
carried out, and this does give rise to a problem. What I would like
to claim about a person’s relation to an immoral form of self-iden-
tification parallels what I claimed about the knavish lawyer’s rela-
tion to her moral objection to the useful but unjust act — that there
is no coherent point of view from which it can be endorsed in the full
light of reflection. If Cohen’s Mafioso attempted to answer the
question why it matters that he should be strong and in his sense
honour-bound even when he was tempted not to, he would find
that its mattering depends on the value of his humanity, and if my
other arguments go through, he would find that that commits him
to the value of humanity in general, and so to giving up hisrole asa
Mafioso. But suppose — as is likely enough! — that he never does
work all this out? Where does that leave him?

% Of course sometimes we will have to live up to the demands of a particular role, namely
when we cannot abandon it without moral wrongdoing. Consider the difference between
deciding not to be a parent and deciding not to be a parent any more.
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It would be intellectually tidy, and no doubt spare me trouble
from critics, if I now said that only those obligations consistent with
morality are ‘real’ or in Cohen’s phrase ‘genuine’. Then I could say
that it seems to the Mafioso as if he had an obligation to be strong
and in his sense honour-bound, but actually he does not. I could
say that there’s no obligation here, only the sense of obligation: no
normativity, only the psychic appearance of it. And one of my
characterizations of normativity — that it is the ability to survive
reflection — might seem to entitle me to that conclusion, at least if T
am right that reflection leads us to morality and so should lead the
Mafioso to abandon his immoral role. But I am not comfortable
with this easy way out, for a reason related to one of Cohen’s own
points — that there is a real sense in which you are bound by a law
you make for yourself until you make another.*® I want to say of the
Mafioso what I said of the Knight in 2.3.5, who felt himself to be
obligated to fight a duel. There is a sense in which these obligations
are real — not just psychologically but normatively. And this is
because it is the endorsement, not the explanations and arguments
that provide the material for the endorsement, that does the nor-
mative work.

I know that this conclusion will seem outrageous to some
readers. I can only repeat again that I don’t think all obligations are
moral, or that obligations can never conflict. I am certainly not
suggesting that the rest of us should encourage the Mafioso to stick
to his code of strength and honour and manfully resist any wanton
urges to tenderness or forgiveness that threaten to trip him up. The
rest of us should be trying to get him to the place where he can see
that he can’t see his way to this kind of life anymore. The point is
just this: if one holds the view, as I do, that obligations exist in the
first-person perspective, then in one sense the obligatory is like the
visible: it depends on how much of the light of reflection is on.

But I don’t mean to suggest that the Mafioso’s obligation to give
up his immoral role is something that exists only in the perspective
of the rest of us, and not in his own. For he is a human being, who
arrives at his reasons through reflection. And the activity of reflec-
tion has rules of its own, rules which, in the way I described in

% Cohen, p. 170, and the discussion in section 2 above.
3 b
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section 2, are constitutive of it. And one of them, perhaps the most
essential, is the rule that we should never stop reflecting until we
have reached a satisfactory answer, one that admits of no further
questioning. It is the rule, in Kant’s language, that we should seek
the unconditioned. If the argument of the lectures is correct, fol-
lowing that rule would have led the Mafioso to morality, and, since
he was reflecting, he ought to have followed it, and therefore he
ought to have arrived there. His obligation to be a good person is
therefore deeper than his obligation to stick to his code.”

Since I must end here, I would like once again to thank my com-
mentators for presenting me with such difficult questions and acute
criticisms. Their comments have certainly helped me to keep
reflecting, and for that I am very grateful. ®

% See 3.3.2
0 [ am also grateful to Charlotte Brown, Peter Hylton, and Arthur Kuflik for extensive com-
ments on drafts of this reply.
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