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ABSTRACT

Actions, Reasons and Self-Expression:
A Defense of Subjectivist-Internalism about Reasons

by
Carolyn Plunkett
Advisor: Jesse Prinz, Ph.D.

The central question of my dissertation is: what makes it the case that certain
considerations are reasons for acting? This is a question about the truth-makers of claims about
reasons, that is, what makes it the case that one has a reason to ® rather than ¥. There are two
leading camps in the philosophical debate devoted to answering this question: subjectivism and
objectivism. Subjectivist theories hold that one has a reason to do something when one has a
non-truth evaluable favoring attitude towards that thing, e.g. desiring it. Objectivist theories
insist that one’s desires are irrelevant to establishing the existence of reasons; that some action or
desire is morally good or valuable is equally and universally reason-providing, whatever else
individual agents happen to desire. I argue that all reasons for action are subjective; that,
conversely, there are no objective reasons. After rejecting objectivism and providing a general
defense of subjectivist views, I defend a more nuanced subjectivist-internalist position called
Expressive Reasons. Subjectivist-internalism is the view that reasons are not only rooted in
agent’s desires, but also that it must be possible for a reason to serve as the basis for an
individual’s action if it is to be a reason in the first place. Expressive Reasons is the particular
view that R is a reason for A to ¢ when ¢-ing is an expression of soundly deliberating A’s self;
and A, under ordinary conditions, would act on the basis of R. I argue that Expressive Reasons
has unique philosophical advantages over competing views of reasons, and that it has compelling

practical advantages in how it directs us to respond to different others.
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Chapter 1: Overview of the Debate

It’s a common occurrence. Teddy and George are arguing about what restaurant to go to
on Saturday night. In defense of his choice, Teddy says, “I just read a great review of the oysters
at John Dory Oyster Bar in the New York Times; let’s go there.” George responds politely, “I
don’t like oysters. I know a great Peruvian place, let’s do that.” Teddy reminds George, “But I
don’t like Peruvian.” The debate continues. Teddy and George are not arguing about the
attributes of these restaurants; they agree that one has great oysters and another serves Peruvian
food. They are arguing, rather, about which of these facts is a reason to go to either restaurant.
What provides a reason for Teddy — liking oysters — differs from what provides a reason for
George — namely, liking Peruvian food. In this case, it is clear that what reasons each has for
going to a restaurant depend on the eater’s preferences.

Are there reasons for acting, though, that do not depend on an agent’s desires,
preferences, or motivations? Let’s think about Katie. Katie does not want to donate a portion of
her income to feed a faraway family, but many moral philosophers insist that she has a reason to
do so anyway. In doing so, they invoke an objectivist theory of reasons. Whatever her prior
desires, preferences, or motivations, objectivists hold that Katie has a reason to donate her
money. The intrinsic goodness of helping others provides a reason for Katie, and indeed all of us,

to donate, regardless of whether she cares to do so. The moral properties, e.g. goodness, of



actions or the objects of our actions generate our reasons — not our contingent desires or
preferences.

Subjectivists about reasons, on the other hand, defend the view that there is no reason for
an agent to act that does not depend in some way on her prior desires, motivations, preferences,
etc. Put positively: what counts as a reason for you to act depends on what you desire, care for,
or are concerned about. Without such prior attitudes to ground true claims about what you have
reasons to do, inert facts about menu items or the moral properties of helping others are not
reasons. According to subjectivists, a consideration or proposition has the property of being a
reason when one has a favoring attitude towards that thing. In this way, reasons are generated by
one’s desires, preferences, concerns, likings, etc. Most subjectivists are careful to say that not
just any desires generate reasons, only the subclass of those that survive scrutiny.

An important note needs to be made at the get-go to make clear what’s really at issue in
this debate. The views I canvas pertain to the nature of normative reasons. Normative reasons are
contrasted typically with explanatory reasons. The former justify actions that agents perform in
accordance with them. The latter identify features of an agent’s environment or psychology that
explain, though do not necessarily justify, why she performed the action that she did.' The
guiding question of my project is, then, “What makes it true that there is a reason for A to ®?”
instead of “Why did A ®?” To be clear, my use of ‘reason’ throughout means ‘normative

reason.’

! The modern distinction between normative and explanatory reasons dates back to eighteenth-century philosopher
Frances Hutcheson. He said: “When we ask the reason of an action, we sometimes mean, ‘What truth shows a
quality in the action, exciting the agent to do it?’...Sometimes for a reason of actions we show the truth expressing a
quality, engaging our approbation...The former sort of reasons we will call exciting, and the latter justifying. Now
we shall find that all exciting reasons presuppose instincts and affections; and the justifying presuppose a moral
sense” (1728/1991, p. 308)



This is a question about the truth-makers of claims about reasons, that is, what makes it
the case that one has a reason to © rather than Q. In framing the question this way, I already
assume normative realism about reasons. Normative realism is the view that propositions about
what gives us reasons for action can be true or false independently of how things appear to us
now. It says that facts exist about what individuals have reason to do, facts that may be
substantially independent of, and more normatively compelling than, an agent’s occurrent
conception of her reasons. We can be wrong about what we have reason to do, even when acting
in accordance with what we take to be reasons. Since all views canvassed in this dissertation
assume normative realism, they are best understood as offering truth-makers for claims about
what we have reason to do, or truth-makers for reasons-statements like “A has a reason to @."
Assuming normative realism means that I will not address arguments for or against either
expressivism about reasons or reasons nihilism.? It does not entail, however, a particular view
about how to evaluate truth-assessable reasons-statements.

Despite deep disagreement over the truth-makers of reasons-statements, most normative
realists also agree that reasons count in favor of acting. But this achievement is also quite
minimal, since asserting that reasons "count in favor" of acting does not settle how or why
certain considerations, but not others, count in favor of performing a particular action. The
central question of this dissertation can be clarified further: what makes it the case that
consideration R counts in favor of ®-ing? As a question about normative reasons, this question
asks at the same time, what makes it the case that consideration R justifies ®-ing? Or, to use
Julia Markovits (2014) wording, what makes the case that consideration R “throws its

justificatory weight” behind ®-ing?

* See Gibbard (1990) and Blackburn (2006) for expressivist views. For an analysis and comparison of (certain)
normative realist views and expressivism see Dreier (2015). For a discussion of reasons nihilism, or the view that
there are no normative reasons, see Dreier (2005).



This question has concerned philosophers for centuries, if not millenia; normative reasons
are of central importance to philosophical ethics. The problem at stake is thought to be that if
subjectivism is right — the view that what we have reason to do depends on our antecedent
desires and attitudes — it seems to be very much in tension with moral absolutism and some
forms of universal moral rationalism. Moral absolutism says that some actions are morally wrong
for any agent no matter what motivations and desires they have. Universal moral rationalism
says that if something is morally wrong, then every individual has a reason not to do it. The
subjectivist must admit that the fact of some action’s or object’s objective wrongness or
goodness does not by itself constitute a reason to avoid or pursue that thing; what reasons we
have for acting, rather, depends on our desires and concerns. In so doing, the subjectivist
supposedly must admit that agents can lack any reason to be moral, or lack any reason not to
seriously harm another person. This implication makes many people uncomfortable. Savulescu
(2009) implies that subjectivism leads to a reductio when he says, “[I]f we happened not to care
about human beings, or persons, we would have no reasons...to care about them. If parents did
not care about their children, then they would have no reasons to care about them.” He
concludes, “[A]nything goes...or at least anything could go depending on what we happened to
care about” (2009, p. 225). This conclusion did not seem as absurd to Hume, though, who

(133

famously insisted, “‘tis not contrary to reason to prefer the destruction of the whole world to the
scratching of my little finger” (Hume 1740/1978, p. 416). I aim to stake out a position on reasons
between “anything goes” and moral absolutism. I ultimately defend a subjectivist-internalist

account of reasons called Expressive Reasons. I argue not only that reasons exist only relative to

some set of concerns or desires, but also that reasons must be able to serve as the motive or basis



for action. Even if Expressive Reasons is right, as I argue, it does not commit us to "anything

goes."

1.1 The Conceptual Space

I've already introduced some technical terms only the introduction to the introduction of
this dissertation. One can be "subjectivist" or "objectivist" about reasons, "internalist" or
"externalist." These words are used inconsistently at best and interchangeably at worst in
contemporary philosophical literature. Sobel (2011) recently criticized Parfit (2011) for
conflating subjectivism and internalism. Markovits takes “objectivism” and “externalism” to
refer to the same view (2015, p. 3). To countenance confusion in my understanding of the debate
over reasons and my usage of these terms, in this section, I will map the conceptual space and
draw distinctions between these views. As far as I can tell, this is the first time that theories of
reasons have been mapped in this way. The chart below and my explication of the views are
meant as corrective for much of the literature on reasons as well as a teaching tool.

The chart below lays out four available positions on the nature of reasons and how those
positions differ. I believe these four positions capture accurately an array of diverse theories and
provide a useful way to conceptualize the debate.

Table 1: Taxonomy of Views about Reasons

Subjectivist Objectivist
Internalist Reasons do, or would, motivate action | Reasons do, or would, motivate action
Reasons generated by agents’ desires Reasons generated by normative facts
or principles
Externalist | Reasons need not motivate Reasons need not motivate
Reasons generated by agents’ desires Reasons generated by normative facts
or principles




I’ve used very brief definitions in the chart to characterize subjectivism, objectivism, internalism,
and externalism. I will provide context and justification for my interpretations below. In brief,
subjectivist views are united in asserting that reasons are generated by agent’s desires, while
objectivist views assert that reasons are generated by moral facts or values. As such, subjectivist
views can also be referred to as "desire-based" while objectivist views as "value-based."
Subjectivist and objectivist have very different answers to the question: what do I need to know,
and where to do I need to look, to determine what I have reason to do? That is because they have
very different answers to the question: what are the truth conditions on R’s being a reason?
Subjectivists advise us to look to the desires or “subjective motivational set” of a person. Among
the truth conditions on something being a reason is whether it bears some relation to the desires
of a particular person. Objectivists answer instead that we look to the structure of rationality, the
demands of morality, or other non-subjective considerations, since the truth conditions on
something being a reason is whether moral facts, principles, or values demand our acting in some
way. Objectivists insist that reasons hold universally; they whatever is a reason is a reason for all
agents regardless of their subjective concerns.

Already this distinction lands us in the so-called "problem of gridlock" (Chang 2014).
Subjectivists and objectivists don't simply disagree about what are the truth conditions of what it
takes to have the property of being a reason. They further disagree on the source of normativity
of reasons. Subjectivists and objectivists are embroiled in a deep disagreement over the nature
and grounds of normativity. I can only point this out and hope that bringing this disagreement to
light yields a more fruitful discussion of normative reasons.

Both subjectivist and objectivist theories of reasons can break down further into

internalist and externalist accounts of reasons. Internalist theories say that reasons would serve as



the basis or motive of actions of more or less idealized agents. In other words, agents would be
motivated to act in accordance with their reasons if they were in improved conditions. As we will
see, what those conditions are differs from theory to theory. Externalists deny this claim. They
say instead that a consideration’s ability to motivate actual, idealized, or rational agents is
irrelevant; the truth conditions of reasons-statements do not include serving as the basis or
motive for action.

Putting together these positions, we wind up with four families of theories of reasons:
objectivist-externalist (O-E), objectivist-internalist (O-I), subjectivist-externalist (S-E), and
subjectivist-internalist (S-I). The rest of this section provides a rationale for the terms used to

characterize these positions and expands upon their meaning.

1.1.1 “Humean” Theories of Reasons

In demarcating the conceptual space I address in this dissertation, it’s helpful to note
explicitly what topics, concepts, or thesis I will not address. First among them are so-called
“Humean” theories of reasons and motivation. One of the greatest sources of confusion in the
normative reasons space is the conflation of “Humean” theories of reasons, internalist theories of
reasons, and subjectivist theories of reasons. The growing varieties and uses of internalism
exacerbate the confusion. I eschew altogether the use of “Humean” to describe theories of
reasons.

The Humean Theory of Reasons (HTR) is characterized as asserting: “If there is a reason
for someone to do something, then she must have some desire that would be served by her doing
it” (Finlay & Schroeder 2015). Even though it there is a debate over whether Hume endorsed this
claim, this theory of reasons is called Humean because it rooted in Humean sentimentalism, the

idea that morality (and reasons) depends in some way on the passions. This characterization of



HTR, though, is consistent with both a subjectivist or internalist theory of reasons. A subjectivist
endorses the claim that someone has a reason if it stands in a particular relation to an antecedent
desire (whether or not that reason is capable of motivating action). On the other hand, an
internalist endorses the claim that someone has a reason if it would motivate action under certain
conditions. Internalism is consistent with either subjectivism or objectivism about reasons. Since
HTR is ambiguous between internalism and subjectivism, I will not use it to characterize and

categorize theories of reasons.

1.1.2 Varieties of Internalism

It is important to distinguish from the get-go what I’'m calling the reason internalist thesis
from various other types of meta-ethical internalisms. Unfortunately, the same term is used to
characterize a multitude of meta-ethical positions. Internalism, as I am using the term, posits an
existence claim about reasons: it puts forward necessary conditions of a proposition about
normative reasons. Darwall terms this kind of internalism “existence internalism” (1983, p. 54).
Existence internalism says that one of the necessary conditions of the truth of reasons-statements
is that the reason would serve as the basis or motive for action (under specified conditions). This
view is contrasted with reason externalism, the view that at least some reasons there are exist
independently of its ability to motivate or explain action; it can be true of A that he has a reason
to ¢ even though A has no motivation in his motivational set that would, either directly or by
some extension through sound deliberation, lead him to ¢. Arkonovich (2013) calls the this kind
of internalism “reasons-motives existence internalism.” This term makes clear that what’s at
issue are the truth conditions on the existence of reasons, and that internalism ties an agent’s
reasons to her motives. I will simply use “internalism” throughout the rest of the dissertation to

refer to this view.



The distinction between the existence claims made by reason internalism and reason
externalism was introduced in W.D. Falk’s 1947 paper, “’Ought’ and Motivation.” It received
much more attention, though, following Bernard Williams’ 1979 paper, “Internal and External
Reasons” which was reprinted in his 1981 book Moral Luck.

My thesis defends existence internalism about reasons, so conceived, but I point out here
three different varieties of judgment internalism in order to make clear what I am not concerned
about. Judgment internalists, sometimes called motivational internalists, generally are concerned
to show that motivation is intrinsic to or a necessary component of (1) recognizing reasons, (2)
making moral judgments, or (3) accepting moral considerations. It is a view about the nature of
normative thought and language and says that nothing can count as genuinely normative thought
unless it is related in some way to motivation (Darwall 1983). Judgment internalists about
reasons say that it is necessarily the case that if a rational individual recognizes that she has a
reason to perform an action, she would be motivated to take that action. In a similar vein,
judgment internalism says that moral judgments, e.g. the judgment that giving to the poor is
right, are intrinsically motivating. We need not posit some contingent psychological fact in order
to explain the motivational force of judgments. Moral motivational internalists say something
similar: rational agents must be motivated by moral considerations that they accept, e.g.
considerations about an object’s value.” All of these views contrast with judgment externalism,
which denies the existence of a necessary connection between recognizing reasons or making
moral judgments and motivation. A standard worry is that judgment internalism cannot permit

the existence of the amoralist, a person to claims to accept that she has a reason to do something,

? Citations of “Internal and External Reasons” reference the reprint, not the original, in keeping with typical citations
of the work.

4 My taxonomy of motivational internalism follows Darwall (1983), Garrard and McNaughton (1998) and Lenman
(2011). I do not mean to imply that these terms are used consistently across all philosophers.



or genuinely judges some action to be morally obligatory, yet has no motivation to act
accordingly. Judgment externalists can easily account for the amoralist.

It is not my project to defend judgment internalism. I’'m concerned with how and why
certain considerations or facts are reasons for acting in the first place — existence claims about
reasons. The causal mechanism that instigates intention-formation and action upon seeing some

fact as a reason is another matter entirely.

1.1.3 Subjectivism vs. Internalism

Reason-motives existence internalism ties an agent’s reasons to her motives.
Subjectivism, on the other hand, ties an agent’s reasons to her desires. They both make existence
claims, insofar as they posit necessary conditions on the existence conditions for reasons, and the
truth conditions for reasons-statements. And at first pass, they appear to say the same thing. To
think that, however, is wrong. In various works, David Sobel (2001a, 2001b, 2009, 2011)
painstakingly shows that subjectivism and internalism are distinct theses, even though they have
been — and are — conflated in the literature. I draw upon his work to clarify the distinction
between subjectivism and internalism.

A subjective reason to ¢ is a consideration that counts in favor of ¢-ing in virtue of the
relation it shows ¢-ing to stand in to our antecedent ends. Subjectivism is another term for what
Jean Hampton (1998) previously called “identification internalism.” Hampton says that
identification internalism is the view that, “an agent has a reason to x if an only x-ing is
connected...with an internal feature of the agent” (1998, p. 58). I prefer to use the term
“subjective” for this kind of view to distinguish it from internalism. A subjectivist theory of
reasons says that facts about the desires, goals, ends, or other internal feature bestow upon

certain considerations the property of “being a reason” rather than facts about how the world is

10



or facts about the psychology of rational agents. A reason is “subjective” to the extent that it
claims that what makes it true that something is intrinsically reason-providing for one is the
existence of some sort of favoring attitude one has towards that thing. By “favoring attitude” I
have in mind psychological states such as liking, desiring, caring for, preferring, cherishing,
feeling good about, and similar attitudes. By convention, philosophers tend to use “desires” or
“subjective motivational set” as the umbrella term for this whole class. I will keep with this
convention. The existence of some sort of desire explains why the agent has a reason to obtain or
pursue some thing. At the same time, subjectivists need not claim that what it is to be a reason is
nothing over and above being such as to satisfy a certain sort of concern. That is, we don’t have a
reason to do whatever we happen to desire. The presence of a desire generates a reason and
explains why we have one. But it is not sufficient to establish the truth of a reasons statement.

In sum, subjectivism is a thesis about the tie between desires, broadly construed, and
reasons. No defensible subjectivist view says simply that we have reason to do whatever we
happen to desire. Defensible subjectivist views place constraints on what desires generate
reasons. Subjectivists views differ to the extent that they differ about what desires generate
reasons, though all views endorse some kind of idealizing process. To remain a subjectivist view,
this idealization needs to be procedural rather than substantive. A procedural idealization
requires that one’s desires be, for example, internally coherent, hold up to full information, or
based on accurate forecasts of what the option would in fact be like. Ideal advisor accounts of
reasons, for example, say that agents have reasons to perform actions that their fully informed
selves would want their non-ideal selves to perform under the present circumstances. What I’ll
call generic internalism, on the other hand, says that agents have reasons to perform actions that

they would want to perform upon soundly deliberating over what to do. Though distinct

11



subjectivist theses about reasons, both of these employ procedural idealizations — what I'll call an
"idealization process" — to determine which desires actually generate reasons. Procedural
idealization contrasts with substantive idealization, which would requires that one desires those
things that are in fact desirable. Below I characterize as objectivist those views that build in
substantive idealization to existence claims about reasons.

As noted by both Hampton (1998) and Sobel (esp. 2001a), subjectivist views break down
into externalist and internalist accounts of reasons. For example, ideal advisor accounts of
reasons are subjectivist-externalist while generic internalism is subjectivist-internalist. The
difference between externalism and internalism is whether ability to motivate action is among
the necessary conditions of being a reason. Reasons-motive existence internalism says that a
reason would motivate, at least under idealized conditions (either substantive or procedural
idealization). Williams had this is mind when he popularized the term internal reason: “If
something can be a reason for acting, then it could be someone’s reason for acting on a particular
occasion, and it would then figure in an explanation of that action” (1981, p. 107). As implied in
this quotation, what it means for a reason to be capable of motivating an agent is that the reason
would serve as the basis for acting. Another way of saying this is that the reason would
genuinely explain why the agent acts in a way that is intelligible to the agent himself. Reasons-
motive existence internalism is not a thesis about what mental state actually does motivating, but
rather about the tie between reasons and their serving as the basis for action. Externalism is the
thesis that some consideration can be a reason for an agent, even if it is not possible for that
agent to act on the basis of the reason.

I have one more important note about subjectivism and internalism. In keeping with

philosophical convention, I will use the term “desires” throughout to capture a very large class of
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attitudes, pro-attitudes, and dispositions that includes things like preference for, concern for, care
for, liking, wanting, feeling positive about, and the like. One’s “ends” are the objects of those
attitudes. Williams called this inclusive set of attitudes one’s “subjective motivational set” or “S”
for short. I will use subjective motivational set, desires, concerns, attitudes, and similar terms
interchangeably throughout this dissertation. I hope it is not a distraction. In Chapter Six, I will
introduce as a technical term "cares." Though there may be important differences between and
among pro-attitudes, desires, and the like, I do not think they are relevant to defending
subjectivism. All of those states can generate reasons according to subjectivism, and be used to
explain why some consideration, but not another, is a reason for action.

Additionally, I will generally not use the term “motivations,” even when discussing
internalism, in order to avoid debates in philosophy of mind over what kinds of mental or
psychological states are motivations. When discussing motivation, I will instead use terms such
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as the “basis for acting” “motive for acting” to remain agnostic on whether the belief that some
consideration is a reason motivates action or the reason-generating desire motivates instead. In

any case, | believe that equating reasons with the “basis for action” or “motive for action” is a

better characterization of the internalist thesis.

1.1.4 Clarifying Objectivist-Internalism

Compared with the confusion surrounding the varieties of internalism and conflation of
subjectivism and internalism, objectivism is relatively straightforward. An objectivist theory of
reasons asserts that certain facts about things in the world - be they about values, existence of
moral properties, or human psychology - establish the existence of reasons. We need not

consider facts about individuals in the world, or their subjective desires, ends, or motivations to
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determine whether some consideration is a reason for action. Objectivism sees normative reasons
as universal requirements.

Understanding objectivism becomes slightly more complex when we consider its
externalist and internalist derivatives. Objectivist-externalism (O-E) places the truth conditions
on reasons-statements outside the individual, and does not claim that reasons must be able to
serve as the motive for actions. It says, briefly, that values generate reasons, and so facts about
what is valuable (or, in a similar vein, facts about what is right, good, or rational) are the truth-
conditions on whether we have a reason to pursue a particular object or perform a particular
action, whatever else we may want. Parfit (2011) provides the most influential defense of
objectivist-externalism.

Objectivist-internalism (O-I) is perhaps more confusing to understand, especially
considering the historical conflation between internalism, subjectivism, and Humean theories of
reasons. It seems inconsistent if not paradoxical to assert that a reason can be objective and hold
universally for all agents while also maintaining that the truth of reasons-statements depends on
“internal” features of the agent. But there is no paradox in asserting both things. Recall that
internalism says that if someone has a reason to ¢, then it follows by necessity that she would be
motivated to some degree, in circumstances of a particular kind, to ¢. O-I theories of reasons say
that the “particular kind” of circumstances in which agents will be motivated are those in which
she is substantively idealized in accordance with the demands of rationality and/or morality. In
other words, agents have reasons to do what they would be motivated to do if they were fully
rational, but where the demands of rationality are substantive, in line with the demands of
morality, rather than procedural. This kind of internalism has been called "tracking internalism"

(Sobel, 2001a, 2001b), according to which necessarily, one cannot have a reason without being
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motivated to act accordingly, not because motivations are part and parcel of normative reasons,
but rather because the motivations of fully rational beings necessarily track the independent
truths about normative reasons. Thomas Nagel (1970, 1986), Steven Darwall (1983), John
McDowell (1995), Christine Korsgaard (1996), Michael Smith (1994), and Julia Markovits
(2014) all defend O-I accounts of reasons. They are united in claiming that we all have reasons to
do what we would be motivated to do under conditions of full rationality, and that these reasons
hold universally, even if our non-ideal, often irrational, selves cannot act accordingly. What “full

rationality” consists in varies by theorist and moral theory.

1.1.5 Hybrid Accounts of Reasons

The four families of views about reasons explicated in this section are mutually
exclusive. One cannot hold that one and the same reason is both a subjective reason and an
objective reason, for example, given that the assumptions about normativity on a subjectivist
view of reasons deeply conflict with the assumptions about normativity that support an
objectivist view. Some philosophers, however, defend a hybrid view of reasons.” Hybrid views
allow that there exists more than one kind of reason. They offer more than one way of
understanding the source of the normativity of normative reasons and grant that both objective
and subjective accounts of normative reasons have some truth to them.

While I think that hybridism potentially combines the best of both worlds, I am going to
assume for the sake of this dissertation that only one family of views can be right. This is largely
motivated by a desire to consider the tenability each family of views independently before
considering whether we may need two of them. Furthermore, even hybrid accounts must choose

among objectivist and subjectivist theories which to import to a hybrid account. I’ll do my best

> See Chang (2013) and Behrands (2015) for recent defenses of hybridism.
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to defend the view that we only need to defend subjectivist-internalism, specifically Expressive

Reasons, in order to get most of what we, or at least I, want from a theory of reasons.

1.2 Structure and Methodology

In support of “Expressive Reasons,” the distinctive version of subjectivist-internalism
that I defend, I provide objections to three of the four positions represented in the chart above. I
will provide an objection to a crucial premise of nearly all objectivist theories and then argue that
the leading subjectivist-externalist (S-E) account ultimately undermines its own subjectivist
commitments. I argue that neither objectivists nor defenders of S-E have satisfying responses to
my objections. By this process of elimination, I conclude that S-I theories of reasons provide the
best account of reasons. I proceed to develop a positive argument for S-I and for a specific S-I
theory, Expressive Reasons.

Chapter Two, “Objectivist Reasons and Objections” provides an overview of leading
objectivist views, both externalist and internalist. I will focus on prominent contemporary
objectivists: Derek Parfit, Thomas Scanlon, Thomas Nagel, and Christine Korsgaard. The first
two of these, I show, fall into the objectivist-externalist (O-E) camp, while the latter two endorse
versions of objectivist-internalism (O-I). I will be arguing not against the positions of particular
philosophers, but rather against a general tendency to assert that normative properties or
normative principles themselves constitute universal reasons, attributable equally to all persons.
Those views are united in denying that antecedent desires, cares, or concerns are among the
truth-making conditions of reasons. In addition to raising objections to particular objectivist
views, | raise the concern that, on the whole, objectivist views beg the question in favor of

objectivist theories of reasons. Objectivism about reasons seems necessary because it is thought
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that objectivism is true for morality to exist at all. But that seeming so is not an argument for
objectivism.

Chapter Three, “Why Subjectivism?”” switches to offense. I review five arguments that
have been adduced in support of subjectivism. None of the arguments I present are irrefutable;
the best I can do is show that subjectivism is the more plausible alternative to objectivism about
reasons. The five arguments are (1) the analogy to reasons for belief; (2) argument from the aims
of action; (3) evidence of reasons; (4) avoiding presumptuousness; and (5) avoiding alienation.
Though each argument has its limitations, considered together, the five arguments canvassed in
this chapter present subjectivism as better accommodating individual difference than objectivism
and less metaphysically dubious. Together, these features of subjectivism provide the two most
compelling reasons to support subjectivism.

Recognizing the limitations of these arguments is an expression of humility. I will not
argue in Chapter Three that there are a priori reasons to accept subjectivism rather than
objectivism. On the contrary, I think this is an intractable debate. This may seem an odd
admission, but I think it’s the job of a philosopher to be humble about the limitations of her
arguments and strength of her claims. I will argue that subjectivism is right, for reasons that will
become clear in Chapter Three and beyond. Even the best defense of subjectivism, however, is
unlikely to convince the staunch objectivist. This is not because the debate is merely verbal, but
because the objectivist will persist in thinking that it is nonsensical to ask of universal moral
norms, “by why is that a reason?” That is, they will not agree that that is a meaningful question,
even in the face of philosophical disagreement about what normative facts are, which facts are
normative, and wide diversity in moral norms cross-culturally. As I argue in Chapter Two,

objectivists assume that universal normative facts exist, and those just are reasons. Chapter
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Three presents five arguments for why we should reject that assumption.

Chapter Four, “Ideal Advisor Accounts of Reasons,” delves into one of, if not the leading
subjectivist views, the Ideal Advisor Account (IAA) of reasons. [AA says that A has a reason to
® when a fully informed version of herself, A+, would want her non-ideal self, A, to want to @
in her actual circumstances given A’s desires, concerns, cares, and the like. A's desires ground
what makes something a reason for her, but the process of becoming fully informed ensures that
A's reasons are based on full information about the objects of her desires. IAA falls into the
subjectivist-externalist camp. That is, it is a subjectivist account of reasons —reasons are
grounded in agents’ desires — but it does not make the further claim that reasons must serve as
the motives for particular actions. In other words, an agent can have a reason or action even if it
would not serve as the basis for her action under any circumstance. After raising several
objections already found in the literature on IAA, I will raise a novel objection, arguing that the
IAA leads to results that undermine the theory’s subjectivist commitments, insofar as A+ may
recommend that A have desires utterly alien to her current motivational set. IAA leaves open the
possibility that A+ will recommend that A has a reason to act contrary to her deeply held
convictions and beliefs - those elements of her S unique to and constitutive of her identity. As
such, IAA permits cases where A is alienated from her reasons.

Chapter Five, “Subjectivist-Internalisms,” presents various iterations of subjective-
internalist theories of reasons. S-I says, briefly, that an agent has a reason to what she would be
motivated to do if she were suitably idealized. Critics of S-I argue that S-I cannot avoid the so-
called conditional fallacy. The conditional fallacy says, roughly, that an idealized agent may lack
reasons that her non-idealized counterpart indeed has; it is, therefore, incorrect to tie the non-

idealized agents’ reasons to what her idealized counterpart would be motivated to do. This point
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has led to a proliferation of S-I theories that purport to skirt the problem. I will argue in response
that to take seriously the conditional fallacy is to implicitly assume externalism. I then provide a
positive argument for the so-called explanation constraint on reasons, the crux of S-I.

Chapter Six, finally, defends my positive account of reasons, “Expressive Reason.” In
short, I propose that R is a reason for A to ¢ when ¢-ing is an expression of soundly deliberating
A’s self; and A, under ordinary conditions, would act on the basis of R. The connection between
expression and action secures the explanation constraint upon reasons. As such, this formulation
of internalism respects the internalists’ explanation constraint on reasons. In addition, I provide
responses to objections to ER and similarly situated S-I accounts of reasons. I countenance the
“anything goes” problem by sketching an alternative picture of the goals of normative reasons
and their relationship to morality. It’s not the case that “anything goes” even according to ER.
The comments at the end of Chapter Six are admittedly speculative, and deserve much greater
attention. My hope is that the strength of the arguments for ER provides a secure foundation for

exploring the implications of the view in future work.
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Chapter 2: Objectivist Reasons & Objections

Objectivism about reasons is the view that the truth-conditions of reasons-statements
depend on what is valuable, right, or ratioanl, rather than on the desires, motivations, or concerns
of ordinary people. It holds that there are certain normative considerations that are reasons for all
agents — universal reasons — both to have certain desires and aims and to do whatever might
achieve these aims. Objectivism has obvious appeal, and as such, a long tradition within
philosophical ethics. Nearly every, if not every, major philosopher has had something to say
about reasons, and many of them are objectivists. No dissertation chapter could do justice to
even a minority of those philosophers. My own sympathies are with objectivism’s opponents,
though, and, in the space I have, I will attempt to resist those who claim that truths about what
reasons there are can be known independently of information about the desires and motivations
of those to whom those reasons attach.

I will focus on prominent contemporary objectivists: Derek Parfit, Thomas Scanlon,
Thomas Nagel, and Christine Korsgaard. The first two of these, I show, fall into the objectivist-
externalist (O-E) camp, while the latter two endorse versions of objectivist-internalism (O-I). As
I outlined in the previous chapter, the difference between externalism and internalism when it
comes to reasons is that externalist accounts divorce reasons and motivation. Internalism, on the
other hand, says that it must be the case that reasons would motivate (rational) agents. Within

objectivism, externalist and internalist views track another important distinction — mind-
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independent vs. mind-dependent universals. Mind-independent universals are entities that exist
independently of minds, that is, independently of whether beings like us inhabited the world or
not. Mind-independent reasons exist whether or not there are people to discover or act upon
them. Mind-dependent universals, on the contrary, exist only because there are beings with
minds like ours that stand in a particular relationship to objects and things in the world and
perceive them as such. Our minds and psychology are structured in such a way that all beings
like us have the same experience, e.g. of color. In the domain of meta-ethics, mind-dependence
says that normative reasons hold universally, not because they exist independently of humans,
but because rational agents are constituted in such a way that they must see certain
considerations as having the property of being a reason.

Even making these important distinctions, for the most part, I will be arguing not against
the positions of particular philosophers but against a general tendency to assert that either
normative properties themselves constitute universal reasons, attributable equally to all persons,
or that necessary features of the rational agent generate reasons attributable equally to all
persons. Those views are equally united in denying that antecedent desires, cares, or concerns are
among the truth-making conditions of reasons. The position I oppose will be this form of
objectivism — a position which can sometimes seem to be the only way for morality to proceed if
it is to exist at all, but which I believe is neither defensible account of reasons nor a practically

useful one.

2.1 Objectivist-Externalism

Derek Parfit is probably the staunchest defender of objectivism about reasons, and his

2011 book On What Matters serves as a 1000+ page defense of the view. Most of this defense
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consists in knocking down subjectivist theories of reasons. For now I will focus only on his
positive arguments, though, ignoring some of his most infamous negative arguments. [ will point
out affinities between Parfit’s account and Scanlon’s account of reasons. Though there are
important differences, I will argue that both are subject to the same two criticisms. First, we can
always ask of objectivists: why does some fact about the properties of an object constitute
reasons? There is no non-question begging way to conclude that certain facts about objects
constitute facts about reasons. Second, attempts to assuage the skeptic typically default to a
subjectivist view of reasons.
I’11 start with Parfit. He says:

Object-given reasons are provided by the facts that make certain outcomes worth producing

or preventing, or make certain things worth doing for their own sake. In most cases, these

reason-giving facts also make these outcomes or acts good or bad for particular people, or

impersonally good or bad (Parfit 2011, Vol. 1, p. 45).
There are at least two ways to construe how mind-independent “reason-giving” facts generate
reasons — what I’ll call a Moorean account and a buck-passing account. Consider the case of
deciding which of two possible actions one has reason to perform. Let’s stipulate that action A
will produce more happiness than B. The fact that A will produce more happiness gives us a
reason to A. Thus, you have a reason to perform A rather than B. There are two ways to construe
why you have reason to perform A rather than B. On the one hand, the natural fact that A will
produce more happiness makes that action a good action, and this further evaluative fact — that it
is good — generates the reason to perform it (see Moore 1903/2004). On the other hand,
according to buck-passing accounts, the natural fact that one action will produce more happiness
at once provides the reason to perform it and renders the action good. This is Scanlon’s position,

called a “buck-passing account” since it passes the normative buck from attributions of goodness

to other properties (e.g. producing happiness) in virtue of which some object, act, or occurrence
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is reason-providing (Scanlon, 1998). According to buck-passing, the property of goodness is not
the reason-making property, but rather some other property of the action. Parfit seems somewhat
agnostic between these positions, though admits a preference for the buck-passing account
(Parfit, 2001). Ultimately, though, he thinks that both Mooreans and buck-passers are committed
to the same view: object-given reasons are provided by the facts about the properties of those
objects, rather than facts about the desires or concerns of the persons to whom those reasons
attach. First I’ll review Parfit’s arguments in favor of objectivism, and then return to Scanlon’s
buck-passing account.

Parfit’s view is intuitionist, whereby it’s simply obvious that some objects have reason-
providing properties. This forms the basis of an important argument for objectivist reasons: the
argument from intuition. He says, “When we are aware of facts that give us strong reasons to
have some desire [to perform some action], our response to these reasons is seldom voluntary. It
is seldom true that, if we had wanted not to have such desires, we could have chosen not to have
them” (Parfit, 2011, Vol. 1, p. 47). We cannot choose to un-believe that our hotel room is on fire,
much as we cannot choose to un-desire to leave the hotel room. The property of being on fire is
one that gives us decisive reason to leave the room, whatever else we may want or care about.
The evidence for that is that we cannot choose but to act in accordance with it — we simply must.
This fact — the room is on fire — is one, Parfit thinks, we just do see as reason-providing. He adds,
it is a serious mistake to deny that a room’s being on fire provides a reason to exit it. Similarly,
Parfit asks, “Who could possibly deny...that the nature of happiness gives us reasons to want to
be happy?” (ibid., p. 57). Consider the fact that taking some medicine will give you many years
of happy life. Parfit asks: “How could [Bernard Williams] believe that...this fact does not count

in favor of your acting in this way?” (Parfit, 2011, Vol. 2, p. 434). Not only does Parfit think it
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will be obvious when we have reasons to act, but also he thinks it is equally obvious when we do
not; claims such as “I have a reason to waste my life” are “clearly false” (Parfit 2011, Vol. 1., p.
86). The inescapability of acting upon learning certain facts — the room’s being on fire, the pill
will prolong a happy life, a child is drowning — is evidence that those facts are reasons, whatever
else we may desire or be concerned about.

A second argument relies on an analogy between epistemic and practical reasons. He
asks his reader to think about the differences between two kinds of epistemic theories. According
to the reason-based theory, “we ought to believe what the facts that are known to us give us
decisive reasons to believe” (ibid., p. 92). An example is evidence-based medicine. Clinicians
regularly consider facts about a medication’s efficacy and a patient’s particular pathology. When
there is decisive evidence to believe that a particular medication is efficacious in treating the
patient’s pathology, the clinician has decisive reason to believe it will be efficacious in treating

99 <6

her patient. According to “the belief-based theory,” “we ought to believe whatever, after
considering the facts, we would in fact believe” (ibid.). This says: consider facts about the
medication’s efficacy and about the patient’s pathology. Whatever you conclude is what, in fact,
you ought to believe. Parfit admits the “belief-based theory” seems plausible, but claims that this
is only because most of us also believe that the facts that remain after we’ve considered them
give us decisive reasons to believe their content. The physician has reason to believe the
prescribed medicine will be effective because the facts give her decisive reason, not only because
she actually believes it. But “belief based theory” implies that we have no such decisive reasons;

it only seems plausible when we add in the assumption that the facts that survive consideration

are facts that give us decisive reasons to believe their content. We might lack decisive reason to
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believe that the medicine is efficacious for this patient, even if we considered the information
correctly, e.g. because the evidence of efficacy is based on fabricated data.
Parfit draws an analogy between reason-based epistemic theories and objective theories
of practical reasons and between belief-based epistemic theories and subjective theories of
practical reasons. Very crudely, objectivist theories of practical reasons say we ought to perform
those acts that natural, moral, or evaluative facts give us decisive reasons to perform. Subjectivist
theories say that we ought to want to perform those acts that, after the considering the facts, we
would in fact want to perform. Subjectivist theories seem plausible, according to Parfit, only
when we assume, as we did in the “belief-based theory” case that, upon careful consideration, we
will want to perform those acts which coincide with what acts we have decisive objective reason
to want to perform. If we think that the “reason-based theory” of epistemic reasons is superior to
the “belief-based theory” — as Parfit thinks we must — then we should also favor the objectivist
theories over subjectivist theories of practical reasons.
Parfit further argues that another advantage of objectivism about reasons is that it aveids
a regress. He says,
According to objectivists, we have instrumental reasons to want something to happen, or to act
in some way, when this event or act would have effects that we have some reason to want. As
that claim implies, every instrumental reason gets its normative force from some other reason.
This other reason may itself be instrumental, getting its force from some third reason. But at
the beginning of any such chain of reasons, there must be some fact that gives us a reason to
want some possible event as an end, or for its own sake. Such reasons are provided by the
intrinsic features that would make this possible event in some way good (ibid., p. 90-1).

On the other hand, subjectivists have no answer to the question, “but why that?”” According to

objectivists, the answer to that question bottoms out at a fact about objects of our actions or

desires, such as their inherent goodness. Subjectivists have no such answer, and can always raise
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the question again: “but why that desire?” The fact that objectivism avoids this regress counts in
its favor.

Finally, Parfit raises an argument from metaphysics. He knows all too well that one of
the most common gripes against objectivist accounts of reasons — and realist views in general —
is that it is committed to the existence of “queer” facts (Mackie, 1977). Parfit resists this charge,
and provides a realist account of the metaphysics of moral facts that, he argues, is not at all
“queer.” He supposes that establishing the existence of irreducible normative properties is
sufficient to establish the truth of claims about reasons, given that he is already committed to
admitting that certain normative properties provide reasons. Since my objection to objectivism
does not rest on the intricacies of his argument from metaphysics, I will not go into too much
detail. I will paint his metaphysical in broad strokes, though, since this is where Parfit’s view and
Scanlon’s account most obviously diverge.

Parfit starts his argument with:
There are other abstract entities and properties that are not mind-dependent, or created by us.
Though novelists invent fictional characters, and composers create symphonies,
mathematicians and scientists discover proofs and laws of nature. It is harder to explain what
is involved in the existence of such entities and properties, and how we can know truths about
them. Reason-involving normative properties are, I believe, of this independent kind (Parfit,
2011, Vol. 2., p. 475).
Parfit’s argument goes on to make an analogy between numbers or other abstract entities
discovered by mathematicians and scientists and those normative properties that generate
reasons. Normative properties are not natural properties that exist in the spatio-temporal world as
we know it, yet are not “queer” aspects of a non-spatio-temporal part of reality either. The

existence of normative properties has no ontological implications and need not have any

metaphysical content whatsoever. Parfit invokes two useful analogies to explain. First:
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If nothing had ever existed in any ontological sense, there would not have been any stars or
atoms, nor would there have been space, or time, or God. But it would have been true that
nothing ever existed. As we can also claim, there would have been the truth that nothing
existed in an ontological sense. This truth would have existed in a different non-ontological
sense. (ibid., p. 485)
And second,
... This is like the way in which a series of symbols written on some page may be a valid proof
of some theorem. Though these symbols exist in the spatio-temporal world, their property of
being a valid proof is not, I shall claim, a further natural property of this world. This proof’s
validity is not itself a normative property. But this validity has the non-natural normative
property of giving us a decisive reason to accept this proof. (ibid., p. 486)
Just as validity has the non-natural normative property of giving us decisive reason to accept a
proof, so normative properties give us decisive reasons to act. Parfit’s analogies make clear that
he does not equate normative properties with natural properties. Rather, normative properties
exist in a different, non-spatio-temporal sense, in some sense supervening on the natural. Claims
about those properties, i.e. that they provide reasons to act, are true in a non-ontological sense,
just as the truth that nothing existed nonetheless exists.

Since this metaphysical story about the attribution of mind-independent facts is where
Parfit’s and Scanlon’s objectivist positions differ the most, I will move on to Scanlon’s defense
of normative properties and objective reasons. I then raise objections to both accounts.

Scanlon is also committed to the mind-independence of the kinds of properties of objects
that generate reasons. That some action has the property of producing happiness generates a
reason when it is true that this property is a reason-generating property of actions, objects, or
occurrences. We must ask further: when is it true that some property is a reason-giving one? The
answer, according to Scanlon, is that it is true when the fact that some property is reason-

providing cannot be reasonably rejected. Scanlon says, “The content of the morality of right and

wrong is determined, in my view, by considering what principles it would or would not be
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reasonable to reject from various standpoints” (Scanlon, 2002, p. 519). The “principles” in
question are claims about whether certain properties are reason-providing, e.g. the property of
producing happiness, or easing pain. Reason-providing properties may be either evaluative or
natural properties. For Scanlon, it is true that some property X is reason-providing if the claim
that X is reason-providing survives a process of “reflective equilibrium” whereby the principle is
considered from various standpoints and not rejected from any of them. The truth of the claim
that some property is reason-providing, thus, rests on no facts about the antecedent desires or
concerns of the people who consider it, but rather on the fact that the claim survived reflective
equilibrium. In that way, Scanlon’s is a squarely objectivist position, he simply provides a
different story about why it is true that certain properties provide reasons than Parfit does.
Reflective equilibrium is a method of arriving at mind-independent truths much like scientific

theory construction.

2.2 Objections to Objectivist-Externalism
2.2.1 Contra-Argument from Intuition

“We simply must ®@” is used by Parfit as code for “We cannot deny that there is a reason
to ®@.” When the room is on fire, we cannot deny that there is a reason to leave. Note that Parfit
allows that there being a reason to leave is compatible with there also being a reason to stay, say
to save a child who is stuck in the building. The reason to leave is generated, at least in part, by
the feeling (or anticipation of feeling) pain from the heat of fire. We accept that we simply must
avoid the feeling of pain. Or take, another example, we simply must pursue happiness; we cannot

deny there is a reason to do so. According to Parfit, the one of the best argument for this claim is
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that, we cannot deny that we have a reason to want to be in states that we like, and that we have a
reason to avoid being in states that we dislike.® Parfit’s argument for this appeals to intuitions.
But Parfit’s appeal to intuitions is methodologically weak. One may deny that she
“simply must” have a reason to leave the hotel room on fire, just as one may deny that she
“simply must” give away part of her income in order to contribute to ending world hunger. This
response to Parfit is motivated by a deeper worry about the methodology employed in
philosophical debate. Where clashes of intuition undergird two diametrically opposed
philosophical positions (e.g. objectivism and subjectivism about reasons), appealing to those
intuitions will never work to convince the other side. This has landed in the “problem of
gridlock” as Chang (2014) puts it. I cannot deny the appeal of Parfit’s simple argument from
intuition. Yes, it seems like we should run as fast as we can out of the burning room; indeed that
we have a reason to. But that does not establish that an objectivist theory of reasons is the best or
only way to explain why I have that reason. Philosophers should expect more than “you simply
must” as the proof for an interpretation. I may be, proverbially speaking, throwing out the baby
with the bathwater; I will inevitably appeal to intuitions to motivate subjectivism. I can only

register the methodological worry in doing so.

2.2.2 Contra-Analogy between Epistemic and Practical Reasons

Like belief-based theories of epistemic reasons, subjectivist theories of practical reasons
seem plausible, according to Parfit, only when we assume that, upon careful consideration, we
will want to perform those acts which coincide with what acts we have decisive objective reason

to want to perform. He accuses subjectivists of assuming objectivism, and then building a

% I’1l come back to this point below, in section 2.2.3.
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procedure that all but ensures rational agents will arrive at the same reasons defended by
objectivists.

Parfit’s accusation may be partly right. After all, subjectivists and objectivists alike start
with similar intuitions in most cases. “Of course you have a reason to leave the room that’s on
fire!” “Yes! Jump in and save the drowning child!” But the fact of having shared intuitions about
what we have reason to do does not reveal whether we have them because our intuitions are
truth-tracking, or we have them because our desires and beliefs about the world overlap, often
substantially. Objectivist and subjectivist theories may yield extensionally equivalent sets of
reasons, and their proponents will agree, in many cases, especially for similar agents, about
which considerations are reasons. An appeal to intuitions will not settle the debate about why
those considerations are reasons, however. Subjectivists will still deny that the explanation for
why there is a reason in a particular case is because “being a reason” is a universal property of
certain objects whatever else particular subjects want.

2.2.3 Contra-Avoid a Regress

Parfit argues that objectivism is preferable to subjectivism because it avoids a regress.
Subjectivists have no answer to the question, “but why should we want to ¢ instead of Q” except
personal taste, a matter of contingent desires. On the other hand, objectivists can appeal to non-
contingent facts about ¢-ing that make it the case that we ought to ¢.

Parfit defines subjective theories as those that claim that, “our reasons for acting are all
provided by, or depend upon, certain facts about what would fulfill or achieve our present desires
or aims...Since these are all facts about us, we can call these reasons subject-given” (Parfit 2011,
Vol., 1, p. 57). If I happen to desire to count blades of grass, subjectivists’ theories will say that I

have a reason to count blades of grass, since that will achieve a present desire. His concern is that
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subjectivists theories must admit that there are no reasons to have the particular desires that
generate subject-given reasons, and, so, no reason to satisfy those desires. The difference
between objective and subjective theories, then, according to Parfit, consists in whether or not
there are reasons to satisfy our desires.

Oddly enough, Parfit endorses the claim that what our contingent likes and dislikes
indeed generate reasons. This is because pain and pleasure generate reasons. We have reasons to
be in states of pleasure and reasons to avoid states of pain. Parfit calls states of pleasure and pain
“hedonic likings and dislikings™ respectively. He says, “What we dislike is some sensation. What
we want is not to be having a sensation that we dislike” (Parfit 2011, Vol. 1, p. 54). Our likings
in turn generate reasons insofar as they, “make some of our conscious states good” (ibid., p. 55).
Parfit admits that we have no reason to like or dislike things, but the fact of our liking and/or
disliking constitutes an objective reason to desire what we like, and a desire to avoid what we
dislike. Some of us just like pistachio ice cream better than chocolate, and get more pleasure
from readings novels to non-fiction. If we didn’t like those things, we wouldn’t have reason to
want them or to do them. The pleasure we derive — from whatever we happen to like — generates
objective reasons to want those things. Objective theories, then, according to Parfit, avoid a
regress. Where subjectivist theories have no answer to the question, “but why should you want
that,” Parfit can say, “because it gives you pleasure, and you have a reason to want to be in states
that give you pleasure.” But, crucially, Parfit says, there’s nothing about the activity itself that
generates a reason, but rather the nature of pleasure generates an objective reason to pursue
whatever it is you happen to like.

This story about how likings generate reasons sounds awfully subjective. Parfit disagrees;

he thinks that the distinction he makes between likings and desires avoids subjectivism. He
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thinks that he can maintain the thesis that we have reasons to desire certain objects, actions, or
phenomenological experiences, but no reasons to like or dislike what we happen to like or
dislike. In other words, there’s no reason for me to like pistachio ice cream better than chocolate,
but liking pistachio gives me a reason to desire it. “We simply must” pursue the things we
happen to like and avoid the things we happen to dislike. In other words, we have reason to
desire those things that we happen to like, since the fact that something is pleasurable is an
objective reason to desire those things that give us pleasure. Liking something is an objective,
not a subjective, reason to desire the kinds of things that we like.

We should press Parfit on this distinction, as Sobel (2011) does. Likings are, arguably, a
kind of desire, or at least, among the kinds of conative states that subjectivists maintain are
reason-generating. Parfit readily admits that are no (normative) reasons to like or dislike certain
experiences, such as the taste of pistachio ice cream, or the satisfaction of reading a great novel.
These hedonic states just happen to us. Desires, for Parfit, are meta-hedonic states. He says,

When we are in pain, what is bad is not our sensation but our conscious state of having a
sensation that we dislike. It is similarly good to have sensations that we like. Such hedonic
likings or dislikings cannot be rational or irrational, since we have no reasons to like or dislike
these sensations. We also have meta-hedonic desires about our own and other people’s
pleasures and pains. Such desires and preferences can be rational or irrational, since we can
have strong reasons to have them (Parfit 2011, Vol. 1, p. 3-4).
The strong reason to have certain desires is the fact that we have a reason to desire those things
that we happen to like. But arguably, liking something is a kind of desiring it. Pressing Parfit on
the same point, Sobel (2011) says, “Our question is not whether likings are different from some
kinds of desires. Surely they are. Our question is whether likings are a sub-category of desire.

Likings and meta-hedonic desires could be different, yet both sub-classes of desire” (57). Parfit

points the following differences between likings and desires. First, we can fulfill desires but not
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likings. We want to be having certain sensations that we happen to like. When we successfully
have the sensation that we desire, we fulfill the desire but we do not thereby “fulfill” a liking. It
persists. Second, likings and dislikings do not aim at the future. We only like or dislike current
sensations, not future ones. Those current sensations, though, generate reasons to desire some
state of affairs in the future. But even if we grant these differences, Sobel argues, we’ve only
shown that meta-hedonic desires and likings are different. Parfit has not made the case that
likings are not desires of some other sort, something like a “pro-attitude” or “positive-valence-
making-characteristic” or “interest.” All of these kinds of experiences, in addition to Parfit’s
meta-hedonic desires, according to subjectivists, generate subjective reasons to pursue certain
actions or have certain desires.

Remember what is at issue here. Parfit thinks that objectivism avoids a regress.
Objectivism can appeals to non-contingent fact to pursue one thing and not the other, including
the fact that you have a reason to pursue what is pleasurable. But at least in some cases, what is
pleasurable, according to Parfit, is what you just happen to like. That I happen to like scuba
diving — the pleasure I derive from doing it — is its good-making property. But even Parfit admits
that don’t have a reason to prefer scuba-diving to snorkeling. I just do. Part of what it means to
like scuba diving is to want to do it; I do not need a further reason to want to do it other than “I
like it,” which is, to my ear, a subjective reason.

Parfit argues in avoiding a regress that objectivism can provide a satisfying answer the
question, “but why do I have a reason to do that” but at least in some cases, even the objectivists’
position bottoms at a contingent liking that we just happen to have. Ultimately, I have a reason to

scuba dive because I happen to really like it, which is to say, for no particular (normative) reason
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at all. If that is a problem for subjectivists, as Parfit argues, it is at least as big of a problem for

Parfit himself.

2.2.4 Contra-Argument from Metaphysics

I discussed above two attempts to establish that moral facts generate reasons: (1) Parfit’s
argument for moral realism and (2) Scanlon’s argument from reflective equilibrium. Whatever
story one provides, however, about how to establish the truth and mind-independence of moral
facts, it is yet another step to justify the claim that particular mind-independent moral facts are
reasons. | will argue against both views with the same argument, concluding that the fact that
some object action has a certain normative, evaluative, or natural property does not establish that
the fact is a reason, unless you already assume that objectivism about reasons is true. It may well
be there are objective moral facts about what is right or what holds value, but that alone does not
establish that those are reasons. My argument is informed by Falk’s arguments (Falk, 1948)
against Prichard’s theory - and similar theories — of moral obligation. Falk’s is the earliest use
that [ found of the open question argument (Moore 1903/2004) against objectivist-externalist
accounts of reasons. I’ll very briefly review Prichard’s view of ought claims, and then Falk’s
arguments in response in order to motivate my own argument against Parfit’s and Scanlon’s
objectivist-externalist views.’

Prichard’s view attempts to explain why what we ought to do, that is, our moral
obligations, provide reasons for us to act in accordance with obligations. That some act has the
property of “ought-to-be-done-ness,” according to Prichard is an objective fact — one whose truth

does not depend on the antecedent feelings or subjective desires of individuals. To come to

7 Burke (1983) argues that Falk’s argument against Prichard rested upon a misunderstanding of Prichard’s view.
Regardless, I think it can be used to mount a similar argument against Parfit and Scanlon nonetheless. My exposition
of the debate recounts Prichard’s account of moral obligation; it was this to which Falk took umbrage.
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recognize that an act is a duty, one need only concentrate on the relevant non-moral facts, facts
about the state of affairs or situation one is in. For example, if one is wondering whether he
ought to return a borrowed pen, think about the fact that one promised to return it. The natural
fact that one made a promise to return the pen makes a claim on her to respond in a specific way,
and that the claim made is stronger than any competing claim thrown up by other features of the
situation, e.g. that it is one’s only pen. Prichard says, “Suppose we come genuinely to doubt
whether we ought, for example, to pay our debts ... The only remedy lies in actually getting into
a situation which occasions the obligation, or — if our imagination be strong enough — in
imagining ourselves in that situation, and then letting our capacities of moral thinking do their
work” (Prichard, 1912, p. 37). According to Prichard, “the sense of obligation to do, or of the
rightness of, an action of a particular kind is absolutely underivative and immediate” (ibid., p.
27). One ought to return the pen. This argument is a precursor to Parfit’s intuitionist take on
reasons described above.

There are certain features that Prichard’s view shares in common with Parfit’s and
Scanlon’s. The fact that some action has the property of “ought to be done-ness” for Prichard or
“being a reason” for Parfit and Scanlon in no way depends upon anyone’s feelings, desires, etc.
about that fact. Such moral facts can be established with complete independence from our
feelings, desires, concerns, etc. For Parfit, those facts track truths about the existence of
evaluative properties, for Scanlon, those facts track principles whose truth cannot be reasonably
rejected, and for Prichard, those facts about what ought to be done pick out acts that are required
by certain situations, an objective standard of morality (see Falk, 1948, p. 125). Falk says of this
family of views:

Views like these seem the modern descendants of traditional views of a more full- blooded but
in essentials similar kind: that a person’s subjection to moral law consists in his subjection to
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demands to do or to forebear made on him by a deity, or society, or a confused mixture of
these; and that his actions would be right or wrong in proportion as they conformed to this
standard. For, whatever their differences, there is this much in common between all such
views. They presuppose, not unnaturally, that when someone “ought” or “has a duty” he is
subject to some manner of demand, made on him with-out regard to his desires; and they
imply that this demand issues essentially from outside the agent: that, whether made by a deity
or society, or the “situation” (if this means anything) it has an objective existence of its own
depending in no way on anything peculiar to the agent’s psychological constitution (Falk,
1948, p. 125-6).

Objectivist theories of reasons insist that one has a reason to do whatever one ought to do. It is in

virtue of an act’s having the mind-independent, universal property of “ought-to-be-doneness”

that we have reasons to perform certain acts.

In response to Prichard’s argument, Falk argues that facts qua facts are not reasons. When
you have completely enumerated all of the factual properties of an act (be they evaluative, moral,
or natural), you still have not specified why it is worth doing. This table has the property of being
round — so what? This painting has the property of being beautiful — what now? That action has
the property of “ought-to-be-doneness” — who cares? On objectivist views like those canvassed,
the perception that an act or a desire has certain properties gives me nothing more than reason for
believing that an act or a desire has a certain property. But a reason for acting is not evidence for
merely believing something about an act; such a reason is supposed to offer grounds for doing
and not merely for believing.

Falk points out that objectivist-externalist theories require a twofold justification. First,
one must be convinced that the act or desire in question has the property of “ought-to-be-
doneness” or some other evaluative or natural property that itself constitutes a reason. But, even
if the skeptic was convinced, she might claim, “I see that the act has property x, I don’t see why

that is a reason.” The act has not been shown to have value for her. If in explaining a reason, a

further fact is provided, that fact is as much in need of a reason for acting as is the fact that some
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act has the property of ought-to-be-doneness or other natural properties (see Burke, 1983,
Chapter Two for a similar argument). On Scanlon’s view, one might say in response to the
doubter, “but one could not reasonably reject the claim that we ought to do those things which
have the property of producing more happiness than available alternatives.” To which the skeptic
will ask, “but why is #hat a reason?”” and so on and so forth.®

Objectivists fail to provide a satisfying response to the skeptic who asks why facts and
further facts constitute reasons on the objectivist view. Objectivists can only say that certain
kinds of facts must generate reasons. But this is to obviously assume objectivism about reasons,
since the skeptic need not doubt the truth of facts in order to doubt the existence of reasons. She
is simply asking why they must be co-extensive. Objectivists like Parfit and Scanlon have no
satisfying answer.
2.3 Onto Internalism

Parfit’s and Scanlon’s objectivism is also externalist, insofar as they make no claims to
the effect that reasons would motivate agents to act accordingly. Parfit says, “We have
[normative] reasons even if we would not be moved or motivated to act upon them” (2011, Vol.
1, p. 110), implying that reasons need not motivate or explain our actions despite our “having”
them. Furthermore, “When we have [a normative reason] reason, and we act for that reason, it
becomes our motivating or explanatory reason. Be we can have either kind of reason without
having the other” (Parfit 2001, p. 1). Scanlon seems perhaps more agnostic, leaving open that

recognizing that one has a reason might be sufficient for motivation, but landing short of

¥ A similar argument is found in Foot (1971) “Hypothetical Imperatives...”. Peter Railton also raises a similar
challenge to objectivism-externalism with the example of Hume’s knave in Railton (1986b). These are all versions
of the open question argument found in Moore (1903/2004). The open question was originally put forward to refute
claims that equate the property of goodness with some non-moral property, in an attempt to refute ethical naturalism.
Similarly structured arguments are used to refute claims that equate reasons with other moral and non-moral
properties.
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insisting that it must. He says, “the fact that the state I call seeing something as a reason has
cognitive content does not debar it from serving as the motivation for an action” (Scanlon, 2002,
p. 507). “Does not debar it” is a far cry from “entails that it must” serve as the motivation for an
action, though.

In order to avoid the criticism I raised above to these objectivist-externalist views,
namely, that we can always ask of objectivists, “but why is that a reason?” other objectivists
have defended internalism about reasons, the thesis that, among the truth conditions of reasons-
statements is that reasons would serve as motives for action in certain circumstances. This thesis
answers a slightly different question than proponents of O-E. Objectivist-externalists are keen to
establish that the source of reasons is other normative properties, e.g. that something is good.
Objectivist-internalists, on the other hand, ask: how should someone like us, namely, a rational
person, respond this to the world? The answer to that question yields an objective account of
reasons, insofar as it will make substantive assumptions about human psychology and rationality.
The fact that fully rational agents would respond in certain ways to the world establishes that we
all have a reason to act accordingly. O-I identifies certain things about rational persons that
require us to respond to the world in certain way. It says that we have reasons to perform
particular actions because we ought to act as we would be motivated to do if we were fully
rational. What “fully rational” means according to O-I theories of reasons will be explained
below.

According to O-I, reasons must be dispositionally motivational — able to motivate in
certain circumstances even if, at a particular moment, an individual is not so motivated. In this
way, the existence of reasons is mind-dependent, dependent on the structure and psychology of

the rational mind. This renders it less mysterious and dubious why certain facts, but not others,
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are reasons. Reasons differ from facts in their unique ability to motivate individuals and figure in
explanations of their actions. While Parfit and Scanlon have no satisfying answer to the skeptic’s
question, “well, why is that fact a reason?” objectivist-internalists like Thomas Nagel and
Christine Korsgaard have a ready answer. The facts that constitute normative reasons are those
that would motivate agents to act in accordance with them under a particular set of
circumstances, namely, those of full rationality. If some consideration would fail to motivate a
rational person, then it is not a reason.

Thomas Nagel fits squarely in the “objectivist” box, and advances an internalist
conception of a reason. Nagel’s internalism is motivated, I think, by an intuition he shares with
Parfit — sometimes we cannot help but respond to reasons. But rather than go one to defend on
externalist conception of reasons, whereby reasons need not entail motivation, even though they
should, Nagel develops a complicated psychology whereby they must. He’s project is avowedly
Kantian in this regard. In this section, I’ll explain Nagel’s view and the arguments adduced in
favor of it. I will also show parallels between Nagel’s view and Korsgaard’s account of reasons.
Both Nagel and Korsgaard defend objectivist accounts of reasons, but also permit the existence
of subjective reasons. For my purposes, I will focus only on arguments in favor of the former;
they both claim that at least some reasons are objectivist, and that, given our psychology, for us,
those reasons are intrinsically motivating. Parfit and Scanlon make no claims about
psychological concepts or the structure of motivation; the objectivist’s further defense of
internalism thus requires a different type of argument which defends not only claims about the
kinds of objects which generate reasons, but also the kinds of beings who respond to them.

My interpretation of Nagel’s position is based on his 1970 book The Possibility of

Altruism and his 1986 book The View from Nowhere. Nagel advances a version of constructivism
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about moral facts, which informs his account of reasons. Constructivism is the view that insofar
as there are normative truths, for example, truths about what we ought to do, they are in some
sense determined by an idealized process of rational deliberation, choice, or agreement (Bagnoli,
2015). Nagel’s procedural realism accepts that, “there are answers to moral questions because
there are correct procedures for arriving at them” (Korsgaard, 1996, 36-7). This renders Nagel’s
view — like Korsgaard’s — a mind-dependent account of objective moral facts. For Nagel, objects,
actions, or desires that are valuable are intrinsically reason-providing, insofar as value generates
reasons. Nagel’s account of objective value says that value is created by creatures in the world,
creatures like us human beings, when we view the world objectively, or as he says, impartially.
Values are real and objective, and they generate normative reasons for us to act in certain ways,
independently of what we happen to desire. Nonetheless, objective value does not exist
independently of valuers. Objective values exist within a way of understanding the world — the
way a very specific (and arguably impossibly distant) kind of valuer understands the world. In
this way, Nagel’s account of normative properties is more like Scanlon’s, though Nagel does not
utilize reflective equilibrium to defend the truth of claims about those normative properties,
rather, his argument relies on claims about the psychology of valuers.

In this way, Nagel sets out to defend the existence not of objective reasons per se but a
“system of objective reasons...a description of certain structural conditions to which reasons
must conform, and an account of what in the nature of human beings the presence of that
structure depends on” (Nagel, 1970, p. 99). He thus defends his interpretation of the conditions
that must be satisfied in order to say of certain considerations or facts that they are objective
reasons. Those conditions include:

- The consideration is one which would motivate a person to act when that person engages
with the world impartially
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- The consideration indicates of some act, event, or state of affairs that it is objectively
valuable when viewed impartially. Those acts, events, or states of affairs are non-
relatively desirable, and so intrinsically motivating.

Because motivation is internal to the concept of a reason — built into the conditions upon which
some consideration is a reason — this account is an internalist one.

Nagel’s defense of the existence of objective reasons, or of a system which admits of the
existence objective reasons, hinges on the “impartial standpoint.” Nagel admits (somewhat
begrudgingly, when forced — see “Postscript” in Nagel 1970, pp. vii-viii) that there is a parallel
system of subjective reasons — those considerations that motivate a person to act when that
person engages with the world partially or subjectively. Though Nagel had hoped to show that all
subjective reasons are rooted in further, objective reasons, it is widely accepted - even by Nagel
himself - that he failed to do so. Nonetheless, Nagel has not abandoned the idea that a system of
objective reasons persists alongside the subjective reasons, insofar as we engage with the world
both impartially and partially, respectively. Similarly, subjectively valuable goals, acts,
occurrences, and objects exist alongside objectively ones. You may value sailing, while I value
skiing, but we both impartially value pleasurable activities. Thus, the very same activity has both
subjective and objective value, since it can be viewed both partially and impartially.

The partial perspective does not admit of objective values or reasons. We have to shift to
an impartial or objective standpoint to recognize objective value in things, happenings, or
actions. Reasons are, in turn, generated by value insofar as those in the impartial standpoint will
be motivated to act by the recognition of value in those objects. Objects that are objectively
valuable are so, “in their own right and not through reducibility to some other kind of objective
fact” (Nagel, 1986, p. 139). The impartial standpoint is another way of looking at the world,

devoid of the particular aspects of our perspective that are unique and instead looking at the
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world through a lens of shared humanity. Nagel’s realism thus departs in nuanced ways from
Parfit’s. Parfit believes that normative properties exist in a real, yet non-ontological space. Nagel
does not admit that value exists as a “new aspect of the external world,” but is willing to admit
that there are facts about what we should do. He later says those facts do not “extend radically
beyond any capacity we might have to discover it” (ibid., p.139), but that neither is their
existence dependent on our seeing them in some way. There are truths about what we should do,
and they are true in light of the fact that it is what we would be motivated to do once in the
impartial standpoint. But they remain true regardless of whether we enter the impartial
standpoint or not. Reasons are what would motivate if we entered that standpoint, but we need
not enter that standpoint in order to establish that those reasons exist.

Like Nagel, Korsgaard is considered a procedural realist, but she lays out a different
account of the procedure that rational agents use to arrive at normative facts and reasons. Like
Nagel, Korsgaard advances an internalist conception of reasons. Korsgaard argues that reasons
are supposed to be action-guiding; they must connect with motivation to act. Reasons are not
inert facts as Parfit and Scanlon would have it. Moreover, like Nagel, Korsgaard allows that
some reasons, perhaps even most reasons, are subjective. We have them in virtue of our
contingent desires and practical identities. What reasons professors have differs from what
reasons students have in virtue of their particular identities. Yet, at the same time, Korsgaard
argues, there are certain reasons that we all have in virtue of also having a moral identity, in
virtue of being rational creatures. Korsgaard’s distinction between practical identity and moral
identity tracks loosely Nagel’s distinction between the partial standpoint and the impartial
standpoint. Of course we all have different reasons because we are different people, but we are

also alike in one important sense: we share humanity. That shared humanity — a shared
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perspective and identity — provides reasons to perform or refrain from performing certain actions,
whatever else we may want as professors, students, etc.

Importantly, though, Korsgaard does not think that objective reasons are responsive to
value in objects, but rather the nature and value of humanity itself. In fact, Korsgaard is often
considered a subjectivist about value (see Parfit 2011, Vol. 1., esp. pages 94-95), as holding the
view that we confer value on objects by preferring them, rather than prefer them because they are
objectively valuable. Of course, sometimes, and perhaps even often, we confer value on objects,
but, as I’ve shown Nagel is also committed to the idea certain objects are valuable regardless of
our liking or desiring them when we would be motivated to perform acts or pursue those objects
from within the impartial standpoint. For Korsgaard, only humanity is intrinsically valuable, but
that fact alone constitutes a reason to treat humanity — in ourselves and other “citizens in the
Kingdom of Ends” - in certain ways.’

Korsgaard clearly states, ““Reason’ means reflective success” (1996, p. 97). Reflective
success is measured on the Korsgaardian picture by whether or not an action is consistent with
our moral identity, that is, whether it is one that we would endorse not only as persons with
practical identities, but also as “citizens of the kingdom of ends.” An action achieves reflective
success when it does not treat others as a mere means, but rather an end in itself, in accordance

with Kant’s Formula of Humanity, which Korsgaard takes to be the bedrock of a Kantian moral

? I interpret Korsgaard as saying humanity is intrinsically valuable, as when she says, “All value depends on the
value of humanity; other forms of practical identity matter in part because humanity requires them” (1996, p. 122).
One might interpret Korsgaard differently. She says that by “reasoning backwards” (Pauer-Struder & Korsgaard,
2002, p. 59) from any particular conception of our selves (e.g. as professors), we will arrive at the judgment that we
value humanity. A conception of ourselves as valuable qua-human is inescapable. Wherever we start from, we will
see that the value of humanity the source of all normative force, and that the value of humanity is nonrelativistic.
Now, since the way of arguing that conclusion is “backwards” one might be inclined to say that Korsgaard places
only extrinsic value on humanity. It is extrinsically valuable insofar as it has a particular function in our lives,
namely, the function of conferring value on all other things (See especially Korsgaard 1996, p. 122-3). Either way,
we end up with the conclusion that that value of humanity is non-relativistic, the source of all other value, and
necessary.
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system. The Formula of Humanity is a command of reason, one that cannot be denied by fully
rational agents. We cannot be rational and yet not motivated to act in accordance with the
Formula of Humanity. Thus, we have a reason to do so. The nature of humanity gives us a reason
to follow this principle and perform actions that are in accordance with the Formula of
Humanity. The nature of humanity is such that we are capable of endorsing our reasons to act, a
necessary condition for performing intentional actions. That capacity renders humanity at once
the source of normativity — we give ourselves our reasons upon achieving reflective success —
and itself places objective constraints on what considerations will achieve reflective success as
reasons. Only those considerations that accord with the Formula of Humanity will achieve
reflective success, and so only those considerations are (objective) reasons (see especially Pauer-
Struder & Korsgaard, 2002).

Korsgaard also thinks that our reflective endorsement of reasons for action is intrinsically
motivating; we are motivated by our awareness that our action is good, one which coheres with
demands of humanity. As beings with a certain moral identity, we will be motivated to act in
accordance with normative reasons. To be a reason, according to Korsgaard, is just is to be a
normative force, one that motivates persons in virtue of their recognizing it as such. Korsgaard
argues this must be so in order to make sense of the idea that reasons motivate and explain
actions, in addition to justifying them (see especially Korsgaard, 2008, pp. 208-9). They do so
because we are already rational, self-conscious individuals. Responding to reasons “out there”
does not render us rational; rather, we respond to reasons because we are, fundamentally, rational
beings. Our own nature and humanity both generates reasons to act and itself constitutes a reason

to perform — and refrain from performing — certain actions.
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Korsgaard, like Nagel, thinks we have reasons to treat humanity in certain ways
regardless of whether we in fact recognize ourselves as “citizens of the kingdom of ends.” The
relevant fact is that we would be motivated to act in certain ways (e.g., in accordance with the
Formula of Humanity) if we were fully rational. The method by which we discover reasons is
similar on both Korsgaard’s and Nagel’s theories. Nagel asked that we zoom out of our partial
perspectives and consider the world from an impartial perspective; what would still motivate us
from that perspective constitutes an objective reason. Korsgaard asks that we reason from our
practical identities — as professor, student, friend, and spouse — to the conclusion that humanity is
a necessary condition for doing anything, the source of our reasons and obligations. We have
reason to act in accordance with those considerations that would motivate us from the standpoint
of our moral identities. To act from our practical identities — to act as a professor — without
deliberation as a moral agent — is “evil” according to Korsgaard. She expresses this sentiment
quite clearly here: “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...then he would be
evil” (Korsgaard, 1996, p. 250). When we deliberate over what to do, we must do so not only as
professor, student, friend, or spouse, but also as “citizens of the kingdom of ends” with a certain
moral identity independent of those practical identities. We therefore must transcend the
standpoint of our contingent concerns as beings with practical identities and consider what
considerations would be motivating for perfectly rational, moral agents instead.

According to both Korsgaard and Nagel, finding what one has reason to do is a matter of
following a particular procedure to arrive at the objective, impartial, and universal moral point of

view. That moral point of view is reached by abstracting from a personal point of view.
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2.4 Objections to Objectivist-Internalism

The similarities between Nagel and Korsgaard render them vulnerable to the same
following two objections. The first, which I call the view from here objection, argues that the
morality cannot be adequately understood as a matter of abstracting from personal points of
view. The juxtaposition of the moral point of view and the personal view does not capture the
way in which our personal lives are imbued with moral considerations. We need not — and,
indeed, cannot — transcend the personal view in order to be morally motivated. Susan Wolf
raised this objection in “Morality and the View from Here” (1999). The second objection, called
the subjectivity dilemma, argues that Nagel and Korsgaard’s positions present the following
dilemma: Either, like Parfit and Scanlon, objectivist-internalists beg the question in favor of
objectivism about reasons, or they advance a subjectivist theories of reasons. Followers must
decide which horn of the dilemma they would prefer to embrace.

In response to views of morality generally and normative reasons specifically that hold
that objective values and reasons are those values and reasons that would motivate us from a
moral point of view, Susan Wolf argues that this view of morality “arises from and perpetuates a
false picture of human psychology and value, and it encourages an unduly narrow and ultimately
implausible conception of what a correct and rational morality might be” (Wolf, 1999, p. 204).
Morality — and what we have reason to do — is rooted in the view from here rather than the view
from nowhere, as Nagel and Korsgaard would have it. Wolf thinks the intuitive support for the
moral point of view accounts of reasons comes from too narrow an understanding of what a
personal point of view encompasses. A personal point of view — the view from within our
practical identities and partial perspectives — is typically described as inherently egoistic,

concerned only with satisfying selfish desires and interests. It is not surprising that Nagel held
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that altruistic behavior is impossible from within a personal perspective so-construed. The moral
point of view captures the demands on us from outside, insofar as from that point of view we
would be motivated by the value of objects and other persons and rational principles, rather than
motivated by our subjective and personal desires. A view that distinguishes between a moral and
personal point of view maintains that we are incapable of recognizing the value of other objects
and other persons, or acting in accordance with rational principles, from within the personal
point of view. Yet, Wolf argues, that assumption is false. She asks us to consider the mother who
stays up all night in order to sew her child’s Halloween costume. She is responding to the needs
of others in way that sacrifices her own interests, but her motivation and justification for doing
so do not rely on a moral point of view. She does not do so because it is objectively best or
morally required; she does so because of an attachment to her son. Insofar as a clear distinction
between moral and personal points of view is untenable, theories of reasons that say that what
reasons we have from within those points of view are distinct kinds of reasons are also
untenable.

Nagel and Korsgaard, and other objectivist-internalists might respond here that what they
really advocate for is a hybrid view. Insofar as both allow the existence of subjective reasons,
and that we are often motivated by elements within a personal perspective, they really need only
say that in some cases we have both objective and subjective reasons to perform some action,
e.g. helping a friend. The fact that our relationship to a friend does most of the motivating does
not vitiate the existence of an objective reason to do so, too. Helping friends really is objectively
valuable; it really is a way of respecting the humanity of others. As such, there is, in addition to a
subjective reason to help, an objective reason to do so as well. But Wolf thinks even this

combination view is false. What actually motivates us is not a detached, impartial consideration
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of the value of objects and those around us, but our particular relationships with others and
objects. When we are considering whether or not to help a friend, deliberating from the moral
point of view does nothing to change or enhance the motivation we already have to help in virtue
of the particular relationship we have to our friend. That our action is consistent with treating her
as an end in herself is irrelevant to whether or not we are motivated to help her and irrelevant to
the justification of such an action. That helping friends is also objectively valuable from an
impartial perspective — that is, regardless of who the friends happen to be — lends no extra oomph
to your motivation or justification for helping your friend. The hybrid view leaves out the
specificity of our attachments to the things we actually value. Wolf says, “Though the things we
care about may be both personally satisfying and morally valuable, we are engaged with them
not under these general descriptions or in proportion to their general value of either sort” (1999,
p. 212).

This point leads me to the subjectivity dilemma objection to objectivism-internalism
about reasons. This objection points out that there is no stable objectivist-internalist position.
Those who fall into the O-1 camp should either embrace externalism about reasons, or embrace
subjectivism. Given the problems with objectivism-externalism canvassed above, they should do
the latter.

If, as Wolf says, none of the motivational force in helping a friend is coming from
considering the case from a moral point of view, there is, then, no objective reason to help her on
an internalist conception of reasons. The fact that some action accords with the Formula of
Humanity or is valuable from an impartial perspective is not doing the motivating in these cases.
An internalist conception of reasons holds that among the truth conditions of reasons statements

is that the reason would motivate. Reasons must motivate the fully rational person. So, if some
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consideration does not motivate rational agents, then it is not a reason. In cases like helping a
friend, considerations about the objective value of helping is doing no motivating, despite it
being entirely rational to do so. The supposed fact of its objective value is, then, not an internal
reason. Even if certain facts remain — that some action would motivate me if I were in the
impartial standpoint or that it is consistent with the Formula of Humanity — those facts are not
necessarily reasons. The person who helps her friend can still ask, “but why is the fact I would be
motivated to help my friend if I were reasoning like that a reason?”

If reasons must motivate, but what does motivate in most cases is a matter of our personal
relationships and subjective values, then facts about what would be valuable from a moral point
of view or would be rational from a moral point of view are just inert facts. The same objection
that Falk raised against Prichard, and I raised against Parfit and Scanlon, holds against
objectivist-internalist views, too. Nagel and Korsgaard must assume objectivism about reasons in
order to for it to be true that facts about value and rationality are reasons. In advancing an
objectivist-internalist view, they must assume that certain facts would motivate the fully rational
person, even if, in practice, they are not. We can ask of facts about what would motivate us — so
what? Why is that a reason? Unless you assume objectivism about reasons, those sorts of facts
are not necessarily reasons. So, the first horn of the subjectivity dilemma is that objectivist-
internalists like Nagel and Korsgaard simply become objectivist-externalists, insofar as they are
forced to admit that even from the moral point of view, what actually motivates us typically has
more to do with personal relationships and desires than the impartial value of humanity.

Alternatively, Korsgaard and Nagel and other objectivist-internalists could embrace a
different horn of the subjectivity dilemma. They could say that the moral point of view is not a

transcendent point of view, but rather just another point of view. We are professors, students,
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sisters, friends, and moral agents. We can deliberate about what reasons we have from any of
those perspectives, and what reasons we have will vary in accordance with what’s important
when occupying any one of those roles. Aside from the oddness of juxtaposing a moral point of
view with that of being, say, a parent, insinuating that one cannot deliberate morally about what
do qua parent, the idea that the moral point of view is like any other we may adopt renders the
reasons that are generated within that perspective decidedly subjective. Parent-reasons exist
because, often, parents love their children and see their needs and interests as generating reasons
to help them. Friend-reasons exist because we care deeply for our friends. Moral-agent-reasons
exist because we are concerned for the welfare of those with whom we share lives and
communities. Parent-reasons and friend-reasons do not exist because we have moral-agent-
reasons; moral agent reasons are not more fundamental in some sense. Being a moral agent
carries with it a moral point of view — perhaps one where we view others equally and treat them
with deserved respect — but the reasons that we have as moral agents need not come from the
value of objects or others or humanity itself. Just as parent-reasons are generated by loving
children and friend-reasons are generated by a love for our friends, moral agent reasons are
generated by a concern for others. On this view, a distinct moral point of view does not generate
a distinct class of objective reasons, but rather a certain kind of subjective reason — one that is
generated by a very personal concern for all others. These subjective reasons won’t come from
viewing the world from an impartial perspective or as a citizen of the Kingdom of Ends, but from
considering what’s best from our practical identities.

When we reflect on what we have reason to do, we think about what we value, what’s
important to us. But I deny the move from thinking about that to the requirement that we must,

therefore, value our humanity and the humanity of others. We might, as a contingent matter. But
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it’s not necessary. And so, it shouldn’t be a necessary requirement on some consideration’s being
a reason that someone who values humanity in the right kind of way also would be motivated to
this other thing. With this unwelcome revision, Korsgaard’s and Nagel’s view become decidedly
subjectivist. Yet, it is the move they must make if they are to avoid the charge that their

arguments beg the question in favor of objectivism.

2.5 Final Thoughts

Objectivism about reasons seems necessary because it is thought that objectivism is true
for morality to exist at all. If there are moral facts, it must be the case that we have reasons to act
in accordance with them, or that we would be motivated to act in accordance with them if we
considered things aright. In this chapter I’ve put pressure on that assumption. Facts are not
reasons unless we assume that that’s what reasons are — unless we assume objectivism about
reasons. But that’s precisely what’s at issue here. A fear of the collapse of morality makes this
assumption seem inevitably true. But that seeming so is not an argument for objectivism.

At the end of “Morality and the View from Nowhere,” Wolf calls for a different
conception of morality. She argues that we must mean by morality not the corpus of facts about
the properties of objects, rational principles or what’s valuable from the moral point of view. If,
with Wolf, we are open to a different account of moral domain, then a denial of the existence of
objective reasons shouldn’t be so scary. In the remainder of my dissertation, I make the case for
a subjective understanding of reasons without giving up on morality. Subjective reasons, I argue,

are not only philosophically defensible but also, in practice, preferable to objective reasons.
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Chapter 3: Why Subjectivism?

I argued in the previous chapter that there is no non-question-begging way to defend
objectivism about reasons. The arguments provided by Parfit, Scanlon, Nagel, and Korsgaard
provide support for the view, but at bottom, objectivists must assume that "being a reason" is a
universal property of moral facts or values (in either a mind-independent or mind-dependent
way). That’s simply what reasons are, what they must be in order to morality to exist at all. In
this chapter, I’ll provide some support for the other side: subjectivism about reasons. I’ll review
five arguments that have been adduced in support of subjectivism. None of the arguments I’1l
present are irrefutable; the best I can do is show that subjectivism is the more plausible
alternative to objectivism about reasons. This and remaining chapters are dedicated to just that.

Recall that subjectivism about reasons says that what makes some consideration a reason
is the relation that consideration or fact holds to a subject’s desires, concerns, pro-attitudes,
subjective motivational set or the like. According to the subjectivist, facts about what things are
objectively valuable (if there are such facts) are reasons when some subject also antecedently
desires or cares about those things. An object's value does not itself generate a reason to pursue,
promote, or obtain that object. It’s not the value of objects but rather the desires of the subject
that make some consideration a reason. Why think subjectivism is right? Five arguments I’ll

present here are (1) disanalogy to reasons for belief, (2) argument from the aims of action, (3)
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evidence of reasons, (4) avoiding presumptuousness, and (5) avoiding alienation. The arguments
are presented in order from least to most convincing, at least to my ear.

Though each argument has its limitations, considered together, the five arguments
canvassed in this chapter present subjectivism as better accommodating of difference than
objectivism and less metaphysically dubious; it has parsimony on its side. Together, these
features of subjectivism provide the two most compelling reasons to support subjectivism — the
two pillars holding up the view ahead of objectivism.

It’s important to note that these are arguments for subjectivism in general; I don’t take
myself to be arguing in favor of a more specific position with the subjectivist camp. I will
distinguish among specific subjectivist positions in later chapters. For now my goal is motivating

why subjectivism is an attractive alternative to objectivism.

3.1 Disanalogy to Reasons for Belief

One argument for subjectivism plays up the differences between reasons for belief and
reasons for action. Invoking an analogy between reasons for belief and reasons for action,
Markovits (2014) claims that the most plausible theories of reasons for belief, externalist
accounts of epistemic reasons, have no parallel in the practical case. Markovits observes that
epistemic reasons and practical reasons are alike in one important sense: they both count in favor
of doing something. Reasons for belief count in favor of believing a proposition, while practical
reasons count in favor of doing something. The correct accounts of reasons for belief, then,
might provide a clue to the correct account of reasons for action. Markovits argues that, actually,

the correct account of reasons for belief — an externalist account — has no parallel in the practical
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realm. As a result, the correct account of reasons for action is not an externalist (or objectivist)
account.

According to internalist theories of reasons for belief, what we have reason to believe
depends "only on what we already believe and the standards of procedural rationality"
(Markovits, 2014, p. 60). In other words, we believe in accordance with our evidence and aspire
to have maximally internally consistent sets of beliefs. Internal reasons justify a belief in virtue
of the relationship they show the belief to stand in to our other beliefs. So, for example, if |
believe that the world is flat, [ have an internal reason to believe that Christopher Columbus's
ship will "fall off the face of the earth" when he reaches earth's end, and no reason to believe that
his ship will come back around from the other side. But of course this is the major problem with
internalism about reasons for belief. It seems possible to have an entirely consistent set of beliefs
that is nonetheless, "wildly deluded," to borrow Markovits term (p. 60). Internalism about
epistemic justification, which says that all beliefs justified in virtue of the relationships they
stand in to our other beliefs, must be wrong. And so, it seems, reasons for some beliefs must
exist externally to what we already believe. They have another source: the world around us.

External reasons count in favor of believing a proposition P not in virtue of the
relationship P stands in to our antecedent beliefs, but rather in virtue of the relationship P stands
in to what the world is really like. We know what the world is really like by experience, and
regardless of what we currently believe, experience alone seems to give us some reasons to
believe certain basic propositions. Christopher Columbus's direct experience provides reason for
him to believe that the earth is not flat, even though this new belief stands at odds with the rest of
his beliefs. The fact that I have an experience of redness gives me a reason to believe that I'm

having an experience of redness regardless of what else I believe.
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So-called foundationalists about epistemic reas